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Chapter One

Hannah stumbled backwards, whimpering as Will stumbled towards her. His once kind face was now contorted with feral hunger. Hannah had never seen someone she knew turn before. She had seen plenty of rotters, but not like this. Ginge had shielded her from it for a long time.

But there was no escaping it now.

Will’s eyes fixated on her hungrily. His mouth curled slowly into a snarl as he lumbered closer. He knocked against the bedpost and Hannah heard a sharp crack in his leg, but Will kept on coming toward her, undeterred. His teeth snapped as he hissed in delight, closing in on his prey. Hannah did all she knew how to.

She ran away.

She screamed as she ran. Her little legs barely carried her fast enough, with him gaining on her with every step. In the hallway now, she cast a quick glance over her shoulder and wished she hadn’t. Will’s mouth split into a toothy smile, and he hacked blood from his lungs. The dark liquid bubbled over his lips, dripping down his chin, but Will didn’t seem to notice.

He was already rotting on the inside.

Hannah knew what she needed to do. She had seen Ginge do it a million times. She'd seen her sister kill with confidence, taking no prisoners. Now, she would too. Hannah darted into the kitchen, closing the door behind her with fumbling hands. The closed door would only keep him distracted for a few seconds. Hannah wondered whether she should call for help, or wait for someone else to kill dead Will.

No. She had to do it on her own. She was a big girl now.

Her hands shook as she strained to reach the knife block that Ginge had placed so carefully at the back of the counter, out of reach of the kids. But she wasn’t a baby like Billy. She’d faced the Piggy Man a hundred times in her dreams. I can do it, Hannah told herself. I can take care of myself now.

Hannah lost her grip on the counter at the sound of Will’s fists pelting the door. With one last stretch, she grasped a knife and pulled it from the block. She could hear those on watch outside stumbling indoors, alerted by her screams. She gripped the knife harder. She had to help. She was going to do this herself.

She swung the door open.

Will’s back was turned to her. Hannah watched as he lashed out at Rori and Heidi, who’d hurried inside to her aid. Both were on the defensive, but Hannah could see the shock on their faces. The pain in Rori’s eyes as Will lurched toward the pair. He was still so quick; so human. And as Will set his sights on the new prey before him, Hannah saw her opportunity. The pale skin on the back of Will’s neck was exposed. She would have to jump - high. But she could get him.

Without thinking too much about it, Hannah’s little legs hopped once, twice, and then she leapt up onto Will's back. One chubby arm hooked onto his shoulder, clinging on as Will stumbled off balance.

Then her knife plunged into his neck.

She fell at the same time as Will. He rocked a little first, unsteady, before crashing to the floor, Hannah falling on top of him. The impact sent blood gargling out of his mouth, as the life left his body. Hannah felt his blood coating her arm as she slid it out of the way. She felt calmer as she stepped away from the body, the knife still protruding from the back of Will’s neck. When she looked up, Heidi and Rori were staring at her. Rori shook his head with tears in his eyes, his shoulders slumped with defeat.

“It…it didn’t work.”

Heidi squeezed his good shoulder gently, before kneeling down beside Hannah. She could feel Heidi’s worried gaze on her as her eyes checked Hannah over for any bites or scratches.

“Hannah, are you okay?” Heidi asked gently. “What happened?”

Hannah swallowed. “I thought something was wrong so I went to have a look and…and he…”

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Heidi said quickly, but Hannah knew it wasn’t. Behind Heidi, Rori was finishing Will off with a swift blade through his eye. Hannah saw a tear drop fall from Rori’s face onto Will’s limp body.

There was blood everywhere. It pooled on the floor of the hallway, a splash of scarlet on the cream wall. Hannah looked down at her hands, which were just as bloody as the scene. She knew it would wash off, but Hannah didn’t think she’d ever forget how slick her palms felt with Will’s blood, the metallic smell of it heavy in the air. She was trembling when Heidi scooped her up, carrying her away to the living room.

“Don’t look,” Heidi whispered to her, but it was too late for that.

Hannah had seen it all.

And she had spilled her first blood.

Fletcher's eyes snapped open at the sound of hammering on the barn door. His hand went instinctively to the knife he kept in his belt at all times. The apocalypse wasn’t generous with its wake up calls.

"Guys, get up!" Cassie shouted from outside, still banging loudly on the door. "In the house, now!"

Fletcher scrambled out of his sleeping bag and was down the rickety wooden ladder in seconds. Around him, slower to rouse, Zoe and Patrick stirred, sitting up and rubbing their eyes blearily in the dark. Charlie mumbled something in his sleep and Zoe reached over to prod him awake. Sadie poked her head out from under her duvet, and shook Freddie gently, who was lying beside her in their cramped sleeping quarters. Sleeping in the unfinished barn conversion wasn’t ideal, but Fletcher had just been grateful for a roof under which to lay his head. Even if that roof was partially covered in tarpaulin. But being woken by his sister’s urgent tone only reminded him that no one was safe.

Something had happened.

Fletcher yanked the barn door open to his sister. In the moonlight, he could see that fresh tears glistened on her cheeks.

"It's Will," Cassie told him breathlessly.

Fletcher's heart dropped like a stone. It took a moment for the news to sink in before he and Patrick were racing to the house across the dark lawn, Cassie on their heels. Fletcher flew up the driveway of the house, his feet thudding on the paving stones as he hurtled through the front door. The soles of his trainers squeaked as he thudded to a stop, taking in the shape of a body beneath a white sheet. But it just couldn’t be-

"Will," Fletcher mumbled softly, his eyes on the white sheet. There was a reddish patch on the cream wall above, as though someone had scrubbed some paint off it. Silence fell solemnly upon the group. Fletcher swallowed, his throat dry. "Will," he tried again, his voice croaky from sleep. "Will, stop pissing around, man, this isn't funny-"

Fletcher took a step towards the body under the sheet, expecting his friend to spring out from underneath, making them all jump and then laughing at his own joke. It was exactly the sort of antics Will liked to pull.

But before he could get close, Fletcher felt a hand on his shoulder, pulling him back. Patrick.

"Fletch," Patrick said softly in his ear. His hand tighted on Fletcher's shoulder, trying to steer him away. Fletcher shrugged Patrick's hand off him, adamant in his disbelief. Will couldn’t be laying lifeless beneath the sheet. Couldn’t Patrick see that Will was just fooling around? He strode toward Will, angry all of a sudden.

"Will, this isn't funny!" Fletcher warned. He reached down and yanked the white sheet off.

For a moment, the world melted away, and there was nothing. For the briefest of moments, there was nothing; no fear, no hurt, no grief, no sadness. Only an empty void. Then Fletcher’s vision swam back into focus, and the sight of Will's body brought him crumbling down to his knees.

"No," Fletcher mumbled, his body shaking. He was aware of Ginge just behind him, holding a sobbing Hannah in her arms and trying to soothe her. He was aware of Zoe holding Patrick back, giving him space. He was aware of Charlie bending his head in respect, of Poppy taking the sheet carefully and gently covering Will's body over again. He was aware of all of this in the world around him, but his world couldn't process what he had seen. In his world, Will was alive and vibrant, laughing at his own stupid jokes and blushing ever so slightly when Sadie spoke to him. In his world, Will wasn't this grotesque monster corpse, veins black, eyes empty.

Fletcher didn't realize he was crying until a tear dropped onto a splatter of blood at his knees. Will's blood. Shaking, Fletcher got to his feet. His vision swam, and he felt his friends looking to him, his sister trying to offer support. But Fletcher couldn't have looked at their faces even if he wanted to. He couldn't meet their eyes, so full of life, when Will’s were now empty.

Without another word or glance in Will's direction, Fletcher stormed out into the cold night. The bitter wind washed over him, soothing him and drying his tears. He heard Cassie’s footsteps as she followed him out onto the yard, then stopped. He heard Patrick murmur, "Cassie, I’ve got this," and a different pair of footsteps follow him across the gravel driveway.

"Fletcher."

Fletcher ignored his friend. He heard Patrick sigh.

“Fletcher.” A little louder this time.

"What?" Fletcher snapped, his voice cracking.

“Don’t walk away from me, please…Let’s…let’s talk about it.”

Fletcher strode on, towards the oak tree in the corner of the yard, with the tyre swing. He felt his skin prickle with anger. What did Patrick think there was to talk about? Talking couldn’t stop Will from getting bitten. Talking couldn’t make Rori’s blood transfusion work. Talking couldn’t bring Will back from the dead. Fletcher stopped suddenly, his anger boiling over. He spun to face Patrick, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. His tears and the night’s darkness obscured Patrick’s face.

"What?" Fletcher spat. "What do you want me to say, Patrick?"

"Anything,” Patrick said, and Fletcher sensed a pleading in his tone. Fletcher almost felt sorry for him, but he had little space for feeling anything other than anger. “Saying anything is better than nothing."

"What do you want?" Fletcher was shouting now. His lungs filled with the cold night air, not caring who heard him, not caring how many rotters might come their way.. They would find them eventually. They were all going to end up the same way, like Will under that sheet. What did it matter if it was sooner rather than later?

Patrick flinched at the outburst, but Fletcher felt far from done.

"You want me to say that I'm alright?" Fletcher shouted. "That I'm alright one of my best friends is dead?”

“Fletcher-”

“That I’m okay with never speaking to him again? That it’s okay we’re never going to hear one of his stupid jokes?” Fletcher raised his voice when he heard Patrick try to interrupt him. “Like it isn’t my fault he’s dead?”

"He was my friend too!" Patrick roared. Fletcher was so shocked to hear Patrick lose his temper that he was stunned into silence. “Did it not occur to you that I just lost a friend, too? Maybe I cared about Will as well? Maybe I’m grieving too?” Patrick’s voice quietened. “I’m always the strong one, but this fucking hurts. I’m trying to be there for you mate. Don’t push me away.”

Fletcher’s chest rose and fell, his breath misting the night air as he tried to calm the rage welling up inside him. He turned away from Patrick, towards the oak tree, running his hands through his hair. Etched on the trunk of the oak tree was something that Fletcher hadn’t noticed before.

Names. So many names of the dead. It made him so angry. They’d all died, and for what?

Fletcher let out a cry and thrust his fist at the tree. The first punch felt good, feeling the skin on his knuckles split open. The second punch felt even better, hearing the crunch of the bark as he pummeled his fists. He punched and punched at the trunk, his knuckles numb with pain, skin tattered, until Patrick grabbed him under the arms and wrenched him away. Fletcher fought against his grasp, knuckles bloody, as Patrick tried to pin his arms to his side. The boys struggled against each other for a moment, until they both ended up sprawled in a heap on the grass.

"Enough!" Patrick shouted. He sat up, raising a hand to touch his lip, which had split in the fray. He spat blood out onto the dark gras, panting. "Fletcher, that's enough now."

Fletcher stretched his fingers out, wincing. His ruined knuckles throbbed with heat. The pain felt all too real, almost sickening. But it was better than facing what was in his heart. The searing pain in his chest made him curl into a ball, tears falling freely, his face pressed to the damp grass. He wanted to lie there alone and accept the suffering. But across him, Patrick lay too. And after a moment, Fletcher felt Patrick’s arms enclose him, as if holding him together. Fletcher could feel his friend trembling too, but still he held Fletcher, putting him first. Fletcher felt horribly selfish, Patrick’s words finally sinking in. I’m grieving too.

Fletcher kept making the mistake of treating Partrick as invincible. But the frightening realization dawned on Fletcher that Patrick was allowed to fall apart, too. Patrick squeezed Fletcher a little tighter, before gently releasing his friend. They both sat up, cross-legged like children as they faced one another. Fletcher’s lip wobbled.

"What do we do, Patrick?" he asked. His shoulders slumped in defeat. "What do we do, seeing everyone we care about die in front of our eyes? How do we keep going, not knowing if we're going to live another day, not knowing who stays and who goes?"

Patrick was silent for a moment, lost in thought. When he spoke, his voice was thick with emotion. “We fight for the ones we have left, and we grieve for the dead. We look forward and try to leave the past behind.”

“So we leave him behind? Hakim? Hunter? Alby, Lily-”

“Yes,” Patrick interrupted in a whisper. “We can’t bring him back, Fletcher. But we can stop the same thing from happening to each other.”

“But…”

"I know. We can’t forget him. We have to remember Will, you and me and Sadie.”

Fletcher squeezed his eyes shut. Sadie. He hadn’t even thought about Sadie. How could he be so self-centered? He felt twisted up inside, unfixable and broken. This news would devastate her. First Hakim, and now Will…Fletcher felt their loss, but he couldn’t begin to imagine what she would feel. She and Will went all the way back to their childhood.

“We have to take care of her,” Patrick said, as if reading Fletcher’s mind. “That’s what he would want us to do.And we have to wake up every morning with a huge smile on our faces and we have to laugh at every terrible joke that comes our way. Because that's what he would have done. That’s how we keep him alive."

“But he’s not alive,” Fletcher sniffed. “He’s dead.”

Patrick was silent for a moment. Then his hand grasped Fletcher’s shoulder, and this time Fletcher didn’t shrug off the touch. Instead, he leaned into it, accepting the support his friend was giving, knowing he would need it now more than ever.

“I know.”

Sadie was grateful for the distraction as Fletcher stormed off across the yard, Patrick close on his heels. It allowed her to slip away, unnoticed by Zoe and Charlie, who had bowed their heads in silent respect for their lost friend. Before they even had the chance to register that she had seen Will’s grotesque body lying on the floor, Sadie was gone, swallowed up by the dark night.

She hurried across the yard in the opposite direction, towards the barn. She knew that she would have to be quick. She needed space to feel it all. First Hakim, then Will. They’d been an unshakeable trio - once. And now she was the only one left.

Why did she have to be the one left behind?

Who was going to be there to hold her now, when she cried for them? Losing Hakim had been hard enough, but at least she’d had Will. Will, who knew the right time to make a joke, but also the right time to listen and wipe the tears from her cheeks. He knew when to talk and when to just sit, a shoulder for her to lean on. He’d taken her hand and led her through darkness that Sadie thought was absolute. He had been constant, the way that he’d always been in her life. And Sadie was sure that she would be fine. As long as she got to keep him, she could go on forever.

She had chosen Hakim, but in so many ways, Will was the love of her life.

Sadie’s hands shook as she nudged open the door of the barn. She winced as the hinges creaked, not wanting to draw attention to her whereabouts. For the rotters or for the other residents of the farm. And most certainly not her friends.

She climbed up the old ladder onto the small mezzanine level where they slept. They had brought minimal belongings with them to the farm - they’d long since lost any sentimentality over objects and clothes. But their sleeping area was still a mess. Hurriedly, Sadie began to roll up her sleeping bag. She would need it on the road. Her hands searched through their jumbled mix of belongings for her rucksack, where she kept the bare essentials. In case of emergencies. If this wasn’t an emergency, Sadie didn’t know what was. She threw her water bottle into the bag, before clipping the squashy sleeping bag securely to the rucksack. Her most precious possession - Hakim’s silver chain - was wrapped around her ankle, welded in place by Will, who wore his half around his wrist.

The logical side of her knew that it was going to be dangerous. Going out alone could be a death sentence, even in the best conditions. But when it was dark, when it was cold…though spring was upon them, the nights still felt never-ending.

But Sadie didn’t care for the danger anymore. She felt numb. Her chest felt so empty, she wondered whether she’d lost her heart as well as her best friend. She felt as though she’d been gutted out, and left hollow. As hollow as Will’s eyes were now.

Sadie’s hands moved of their own accord, instructed by a brain that she wasn’t aware of controlling. She didn’t know how she was so calm. It was as though her mind had tucked away every trace of Will, every emotion and memory he evoked, into a box in her mind, to unpack at a later time. It was a way to keep her safe from the pain of it all. So this is what fight or flight feels like, she thought. Her survival instincts had well and truly kicked in. Now, all she felt was the desire to get away. She needed to leave the place that had taken Will from her, that had brought his death.

Away from the strangers he’d given his life to help. 

Sadie hauled the pack onto her shoulders. She checked her pockets for her knives and the meat cleaver she had kept from the diner. It wasn’t her best weapon, but it certainly had its uses. She shimmied herself down the wooden ladder, her body on auto-pilot. She needed to be quick. Zoe would notice her absence soon enough and would come looking for her. She felt a sudden painful pang in her chest when she thought of Zoe coming to the barn, to find Sadie’s stuff - and Sadie - long gone. But she couldn’t let that deter her. She had made up her mind. It would be dangerous out there - especially at night - but right here, it was all too much.

Sadie was leaving before she started to care for anyone else who she couldn’t bear to lose.

Or that’s what she thought, until she swung open the door of the barn and collided with someone on the other side of the door.

Hannah felt small. Smaller than she ever had before, smaller even than when she could squeeze in the gap between the sofa and wall. She was sitting alone in that same living room now, while everyone else was trying to grasp what had happened. Everyone at the farm was awake, having heard the commotion. They spoke in low voices, finding their own corners to grieve in. Hannah wondered if this is what a funeral felt like. She knew that the heavy feeling inside her was sadness, but it was different to anything she’d felt before. She had been sad when her parents died, knowing she would never see them again. But this was different.

This time, she was the reason someone was dead.

Hannah looked up as Ginge came into the room, having managed to just get a rather startled Billy back to sleep. She quietly shut the door, leaving Will’s body in the corridor. Out of sight, but not out of mind.

“Oh, Hannah,” Ginge said softly, her eyes pained. Hannah chewed the inside of her cheek nervously. She didn’t want to disappoint her sister.

"Did I...did I do something I wasn't supposed to? I've seen you kill loads of rotters-"

"Hannah, you didn't do anything wrong," Ginge promised her sister, moving to sit beside her on the sofa. "You fought for your life, and for your friends, and that's important now.” She paused with a heavy sigh. “I knew this day would come eventually. I’ve been trying to shield you from it all this time…to try and give you a normal childhood, like you deserve, in spite of everything. But this has been a wakeup call. You need to learn to fight for yourself. And I'm going to teach you that."

"Okay," Hannah whispered, feeling every bit the child that she was. Ginge pressed her hand to Hannah’s cheeks, her eyes swimming with tears. That scared Hannah even more than seeing Will lumbering toward her. Ginge always seemed unbreakable. It was scary to think that even the strongest person she knew could crumble too.

"It's just...hard," Ginge explained, trying to find the words. "Do you remember when I killed Mummy and Daddy?"

Hannah nodded. It felt like a distant dream now. Hannah didn’t really think of it as something real that had happened. But the memory remained, whether she chose to believe it or not.

"Well, that was hard wasn't it? You knew that I had to kill them because they weren’t people anymore. But that didn’t make it easy and it didn’t make it feel right - for any of us. You were probably sad and angry that they had to die. But you still miss them and still love them, just like Fletcher and Patrick and the others will miss and love Will. And it's hard for people to let go of that straight away, even if it was something that had to happen. Do you understand?"

Hannah nodded attentively. “They aren’t angry with me?”

Ginge smiled sadly at her. “Of course not, sweetheart. You did the right thing. I just wish..." Ginge sighed. "I just wish you could've had more time. To be a kid. You're growing up now. But that doesn't mean that you don't need help. Everybody needs help sometimes, and that's okay too. So if things get a bit scary...I'm here for you. Alright?"

Hannah nodded, resisting the urge to curl up in a ball. She wanted Ginge to see how brave she could be.

“How do you feel?” Ginge asked gently. Hannah blinked, considering the question.

“Will seemed nice. I’m sad that he changed. But I'm glad that he's going to a better place, where the rotters can't find him. Like Mummy and Daddy."

“Yes, he’s somewhere better now,” Ginge agreed with a sad smile. “We can hold on to that.”

"Can I go back to bed now?"

"Of course sweetie. I'll come and tuck you in."

That made Hannah feel a little better. Ginge took her hand and led her back through the house. Will’s body was gone when they left the living room, which was a relief. They passed Heidi and Rori in the corridor, talking in low voices. They looked at Hannah differently now as she walked on by. It made her sad.

But maybe this was what it felt like growing up.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

After she steadied Sadie back onto her feet, Freddie folded her arms across her chest. She was standing in the doorway of the barn, blocking her exit. The expression on her face and the gait of her stance made Sadie immediately feel as though she’d be caught doing something wrong. But she didn’t feel guilty. She had no room left for guilt.

“Nowhere,” Sadie lied.

Freddie cocked her head to the side. She eyed up the rucksack and sleeping bag slung over Sadie’s shoulder. Sadie shifted uncomfortably under the young woman’s gaze. This was why she’d wanted to leave before anyone could stop her. She hated goodbyes. But whilst Freddie was barring her exit, she wasn’t exactly stopping Sadie. Not in the same overbearing way that Zoe or Patrick would have.

“Clearly. I was coming to check on you…I know how close you were to-”

“Don’t say his name.”

Freddie nodded once, unoffended by the bluntness of it all. Sadie bit down on the inside of her cheek, blinking away tears. She cursed herself for letting some of the emotion slip through the cracks. She wasn’t ready for this. She didn’t want to talk about it yet, or to hear it spoken about. When the words were out there, in the open, acknowledged, Sadie didn’t know whether she’d be able to put them back inside the box they were in.

“Why are you running away?”

Sadie shrugged. “Don’t we all feel like running away sometimes?”

“Nice try. Trying to deflect the question on me.”

“I don’t need a therapy session,” Sadie snapped irritably. “I need to leave. I’m sorry, I don’t feel like explaining myself right now. I…I just want to go. I don’t want a fuss.”

This was exactly why she wanted to get away from it all. She didn’t want to talk about Will. Talking wouldn’t bring him back, or make the pain she would carry in her heart any less heavy. After Hakim died, she didn’t think she had more space in her heart to grieve, to feel. But if anything, losing Hakim had opened up a deep chasm in her chest, leaving her now more exposed and vulnerable than before. She hoisted the rucksack higher onto her back and made to move around Freddie. Freddie unfolded her arms, placing them on each side of the door frame, pinning her in. Or at least giving the impression of it. Sadie knew it was just for show; she could push through Freddie’s arms if she really wanted to. And she doubted whether Freddie would truly stop her.

“Don’t you think that’s a bit unfair?” Freddie asked. She flicked her head in the direction of the farmhouse. “Leaving them without saying goodbye? They’ve already lost one friend tonight; they don’t need to lose another.”

“This isn’t about them. None of them knew Will like I did.”

“So what, you’re going to punish them for that?”

“That’s not…you know that’s not what I meant,” Sadie argued. “I just don’t…I don’t want to be here anymore. I can’t stay here, Freddie. Not without him. I need some space.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to leave forever,” Freddie said, but this time her tone was more gentle. “I’m not going to bullshit you and say that’s not what Will would have wanted, because what do I know? I didn’t know him that well, and even if I did, I wouldn’t speak on his behalf. But everyone else…our friends…they wouldn’t want this.”

“Come with me,” Sadie said suddenly. The words were out of her mouth before she had time to think about extending the invite. It wasn’t that she was particularly close to Freddie - which was probably what made the offer appealing to Sadie. Since Hunter’s death, Freddie was something of an odd one out - just like her now, Sadie realized with a jolt.

Freddie exhaled softly through her nose, shaking her head. She took her hands from either side of the door frame and crossed them back over her chest. Almost protectively. But Sadie was sure she saw something close to temptation flicker in Freddie’s eyes at her suggestion.

“Sadie, I’m not gonna do that.”

“Why not?” Sadie shot back. “Haven’t you ever thought about leaving? Starting afresh? You know, since Hunter died?”

It was a low blow. But Sadie knew that she’d hit the spot when she saw Freddie’s jaw tense, her eyes falling to the floor. She fiddled nervously with her nose ring, a habit that Sadie had picked up on her doing when anyone mentioned Hunter. Freddie acted like she was tough on the outside, with her cargos and I don’t give a shit attitude to everything, the cigarette tucked behind her ear, her rebellious nature. But as much as she tried to muffle the sound, Sadie heard Freddie crying at night, long after everyone else had gone to sleep. When Freddie thought that nobody could hear her break.

“I used to think about going off alone,” Freddie admitted quietly, her eyes on Sadie’s. “Especially at first. But not anymore.”

“Why?”

“I found other people that I care about. You don’t have the capacity to just care for one or two people in life, Sadie. And,” Freddie’s eyes darted to the farmhouse. She lifted her shoulder slightly. “They’re worth sticking around for.”

“Charlie? He’s a bit…preoccupied of late, isn’t he?” Sadie knew that she was being unfair, but the more she thought about having Freddie join her, the more it appealed to her. Selfishly, she had to steer her in the right direction. They could be a good team out there. “He’s hanging around with that Gus kid? He follows him around like a shadow.”

“It’s only been a few days,” Freddie said defensively. “But it isn’t just him; it’s everyone. And this place,” Freddie gestured to the farmlands. “We’re so lucky to have this now. Sure, it’s a bit cramped, but how many other survivors have this at their disposal?”

“But there are so many people here,” Sadie said. “And all that Piggy Man business? Freddie, we weren’t even here a day before someone was murdered in cold blood. Does that sound like the kind of place that you want to stay?”

“Didn’t we have our own Piggy Man?” Freddie’s eyes narrowed. “Or have you already forgotten about Alby? Steve? We've all had our monsters, Sadie. There aren’t many good people left out here now. We’d be wise to stick with them.”

“But maybe that’s the thing,” Sadie said. “Maybe I don’t want to care anymore. Maybe I’m tired of losing people. Maybe I don’t want to care for people who are just going to end up the same way as Will and Hunter anyway. Because what’s the point in putting yourself through all that? Just to get hurt at the end.”

“I used to feel like that. But…if you really, truly feel like that, what’s the point in carrying on anyway?”

Sadie didn’t really know what to say to that. She hadn’t thought much beyond the seemingly primal instinct that was tempting her off the farm. And the longer she stayed talking to Freddie, the more she could feel her adrenaline ebbing, setting in as exhaustion on her tired body.

“I’m not coming with you,” Freddie said. “But I’m not going to stop you. I just think…do us all a favor right now, before you go. Stay a few days. Head out what it’s light; when we can get you some more supplies to keep you going. There’s been enough going on without throwing this into the mix. And if you still want to go…I won’t stop you. I won’t tell anyone that you’re leaving. That’s your choice, and who am I to take that away from you?”

Sadie bit her lip. She knew that her chances would be better out there in the light of day. And she trusted Freddie. She trusted that she would keep her word; let her go when she decided to. And maybe even Freddie would change her mind about coming, Sadie thought to herself hopefully. She felt her shoulders droop as she dropped her pack to the floor.

“Fine.”

Freddie put a gentle hand on her back. “Good call.


Chapter Two

Morning came, and though they had all returned to their beds, no one had slept much. Least of all Fletcher. He had spent the rest of the night staring at the roof of the barn, not even attempting sleep. He dreaded the nightmares that would plague him if he did. Each time his eyes grew so heavy that he couldn’t keep them open,, Will’s grotesque face would dance behind his eyelids and guilt would jolt him back to consciousness. Then all he was left with was guilt, and the throbbing pain in his ruined knuckles.

But now it was time to face what had happened. Blearily, eyes heavy and hearts even heavier, everyone on the farm began to congregate solemnly in the lounge. Nobody knew what to say. Even if they did, nobody knew how to put into words their feelings about everything that had happened on the farm in the past few days. The dark shadow of recent events clouded them all, clinging to them. Zoe put a hand on the small of Fletcher’s back, rubbing it gently. The gesture brought tears to his eyes again and he had to swallow them back to stop himself from sobbing.

Almost everyone was present. Sam remained absent, captured by her own grief for Ava. Joe’s shoulders were slumped forward in misery as h e stood in the corner, keeping out of everyone’s way. His head was hung guilty, and Fletcher couldn’t help feeling a pang of sympathy for him, in spite of everything. The Fox, Hannah and Billy had been confined to the bedroom for the time being under Cara’s protection, and Freddie had volunteered to be on watch. Now, they were just waiting for Ginge, the de facto leader of the mismatched groups, to arrive.

After what seemed like a lifetime, Ginge entered the lounge, having settled the kids down again. Fletcher couldn’t imagine being in her shoes, or how it felt to be responsible for someone so young. She’d seen the innocence stripped from her siblings, and yet she was barely old enough to care for them herself. Fletcher knew that Ginge must be struggling, but for Hannah, it was worse. She wouldn't be the same after what had happened. To a lesser extent, none of them would.

Ginge sighed, breaking the silence. She fixed her eyes on Fletcher, Patrick, Sadie and Zoe.

"I'm so sorry," Ginge managed at last. "I don’t even know where to begin. You came here expecting safety and now…your friend is dead. And Hannah-”

"Ginge," Patrick said softly, raising a hand to interrupt her apology. "You don't have to say anything. We know how it works now. Hannah did...Hannah did what had to be done. He was already gone. If it wasn't her, it would have been somebody else, and I don't know if I could have done it. She did a brave thing. None of it is your fault, or hers.”

Zoe put her hand on Patrick's thigh comfortingly, and Patrick managed a sad smile at her. Ginge nodded with a quiet sniff. She kept her face stoic, but her eyes told a story of misery.

"Thank you for understanding. Life on the farm isn't usually this turbulent, trust me."

"It's good of you to still have us here. Especially with everything going on. We’re grateful," Zoe said reassuringly, speaking for their group.

"We need numbers, now more than ever," Luke said, all business. "We need everyone to work together to protect this place. It’s clear that something is shifting out there. The dead are still awful, but the living are getting worse too. And now, we have the case of Rori’s immunity…it changes everything. It’s something to hold onto. And we can’t allow all of this chaos to divide us when we might be close to making it through this whole debacle alive."

"Well said," Ginge agreed, and everyone mumbled their agreement.

"What would you like to do about Will?” Cassie asked gently, looking first to her brother and then to Sadie. Fletcher sniffed, feeling the heaviness of his heart in his chest. He wondered if it would ever go away. Whether he would ever feel light again after the weight of carrying all this grief.

“We should bury him.” Fletcher swallowed. “Give him a proper goodbye.”

“Sunrise,” Sadie whispered. Everyone turned their attention to her. “Morning was his favorite time of the day. We can bury him then. He…he would have liked that.”

“Then that’s exactly what we’ll do,” Ginge said gently. “We’ll give him the send-off he deserves, I promise.

"As for our other problem..." Luke pushed, his sentimentality clearly running dry. "I think we really need to consider what we’re going to do about the Piggy Man now. We can’t push this aside any longer.”

“And we don’t want to wait for him to come back here,” Ginge said. Luke nodded curtly.

“Precisely. Which means taking the fight to him.” Luke’s eyes flickered first over Eliza, and then Joe. “We’re going back to the supermarket.”

Fletcher glanced around the room, trying to read the faces of the farm dwellers. Eliza had turned very pale, and Joe’s eyes were still cast to the floor. Whatever they had faced the first time at the supermarket, it clearly terrified them to their core. Fletcher couldn’t imagine what terror had left them unable to speak of it, for months.

“The Piggy Man is strong. He took two of us down with near ease,” Luke continued. “We need to establish the best way of approaching the building without being seen. We will need to go in with a full arsenal.I think we should take the next few days to establish a fool-proof plan. We can't afford to let anything else go wrong or lose anybody else. That also means nobody goes out on their own. Understood?"

The group voiced their agreement. Fletcher even found himself nodding along numbly. Even in his state of mourning, he could see the seriousness of the situation. They needed to close ranks, protect each other now more than ever.

"Good," Ginge cleared up. "We also can’t afford to slack. We still need to be keeping up with our jobs around the farm. If we let go of our routine, we’ll really start to crack. So that means keeping an eye out for rotters, finishing chores, and looking out for one another. Business as usual as much as we can, okay?”

“Okay,” Fletcher murmured along with the others. But as the meeting disbanded and Luke began to talk strategy, Fletcher could barely feel his feet carrying him from the room, out into the yard. He sank down in a deckchair and stared out across the fields. The sun was still low in the sky, daring to make an appearance on another cursed apocalypse day, if only just. Did it know that it was rising for the first time without Will? Is that why it seemed to hesitate on the horizon, unsure of where it now stood?

Fletcher could understand that feeling a little too well.

"Rori!" Heidi called out. "Rori, stop!"

She had been about to return to her chores when she had seen Rori crossing the bridge to the barns. Alone. She had immediately run outside, forgetting to put shoes on and feeling the icy grass stab at the soles of her feet. The morning was cold and she wasn’t dressed for it, but she wasn’t about to let that stop her from reaching Rori before he did something stupid. Wheezing as she caught up to him, she grabbed the elbow of Rori's puffer coat, spinning him around to face her. His brown eyes swam with tears and his jaw was set.

"Rori, what's happening?" Heidi asked in a soft voice. She stepped closer to him, putting her hand under his chin and forcing him to meet her gaze. She stroked the short stubble under his jaw with her thumb. "Talk to me?"

Rori shook his head. "I killed him," Rori said.

“What are you talking about? Who?”

“Will!” He sniffed, trying to blink away the tears. "I gave him my blood and he died- "

“No, Rori!" Heidi's insistence made Rori blink with surprise. Heidi took Rori's moment of hesitation to her advantage. "I can't have you doing this to yourself! Will got bitten, it was an accident…and giving him your blood was the only chance he had to survive-"

"He wouldn't have been bitten if he hadn't gone to the hospital in the first place! To get supplies to help me!"

"You wouldn't have been bitten if I hadn't asked you to come home with me!" Heidi cried. She felt her shoulders slump forward in the cold silence that followed. "I couldn't do it on my own,” she admitted. Now it was her turn to break away from Rori's gaze. "I couldn't go home on my own because it was too hard. I needed you to come with me, Rori. I couldn't go back to my old house, my old life, without taking the only good thing I've got from this new life with me. I needed you there to remind myself that in spite of what I've lost, I... I've got you."

Rori’s eyes shone with tears.

"Heidi..."

“I’m no t trying to make this about me,” she said hurriedly. “But you have to know that you’ve been lucky up until now. On that first day…when I let Toby slip through my fingers…I knew I would carry that guilt with me for the rest of my life. I’ve made mistakes that have had prices I can’t afford to pay. And when I thought you were going to die…I would’ve spent everything I had to undo that. So I get it. I understand that you feel responsible and you feel like punishing yourself. But it doesn’t change a thing. And what you need is someone on the outside, telling you that those thoughts running around your head…just because they’re haunting you, it doesn’t make them true.”

There was a long silence between them. Heidi’s feet were turning numb from the cold, but she took her time, reaching out for Rori’s hands without looking him in the eye.

“We won’t always get things right,” she murmured. “And bad things will happen no matter how hard we try to keep everyone safe. It’s not pessimism if it’s true.”

“Steady on there, Luke.”

Heidi smiled a little, finally meeting Rori’s eyes. “You know what I mean. We’ve lost so much recently…Ava’s death could’ve been prevented, in theory, if Joe and Eliza and Luke had been honest about what happened to them. But he would’ve come for us regardless. And even if you’d never been bitten…a trip to the hospital would’ve happened eventually. And don’t you think Will would’ve volunteered whenever it took place? He seemed like the sort. Happy to help…happy to be involved.”

Rori swallowed, his eyes cast to the ground. “Yeah. Yeah I think you’re right.”

“And people get bitten every day. We know that. This was just a string of bad incidents. A domino effect that we couldn’t have anticipated - or stopped, no matter how hard we’d tried. And if I’m being honest…selfishly, I’m glad that you were the one that made it through.”

Heidi felt Rori's arms wrap around her waist, and he pulled her into him. She smelt his soft, musky scent as he held her close, her head resting in the crook of his collarbone as she cried. Rori traced his thumb down the back of her neck soothingly, kissing the top of her head as Heidi blinked away the last of her tears.

"I'm sorry Rori, but we can't carry guilt around with us for the rest of our lives. You tried to save Will; you gave him your blood when you were on death's door yourself. There wasn't anything more that you could have done."

"I suppose," Rori mumbled, his chin resting on Heidi's head. "I suppose that thinking I could have changed things makes me think that Will could have still been alive. If things had been different."

"Yes, well with that logic, if things had been different, I could have been bloody Beyonce," Heidi grumbled. Rori felt his lips twitch into a smirk. After a moment, Heidi giggled. It was uncertain at first, but Rori felt himself smiling, and he chuckled softly to himself.

"I suppose with that logic, you're right," he laughed. He kissed her gently. "But I think you're better than Beyonce anyway; she's overrated."

"I'm not better than Beyonce."

"No you're not, I was just trying to make you feel better," Rori joked and Heidi mock slapped him on the arm. He heaved a sigh and pulled her in for another hug. “You’ve made me feel better.”

“Thank God. I didn’t want to have to enlist Luke for a pep talk. You know he’s keeping an eye on you, right? You’re like his test subject now.”

Rori raised his eyebrow. “I always knew he wanted to experiment with me.”

Heidi blushed. “Maybe he’ll have to get in line.”

There was a long pause between them. Then they burst out into nervous giggles, hardly even able to look at one another. Heidi’s face was the color of beetroot. Suddenly, she didn’t quite feel as cold as before.

“I think we need to work on our flirting.”

“That might be for the best.”

Luke hesitated outside the door of the shed. Evening had arrived, after a strange day on the farm. The shared mood was somber, the usual jokes and light-hearted banter replaced by hushed conversations and planning. It had been exhausting, and Luke could barely believe that he was about to go out of his way to talk to someone. Some peace and quiet wouldn’t go amiss. But he had a job to do.

He looked back toward the illuminated house, the lights inside casting long, rectangular shadows onto the sparse lawn. Luke shook his head, tearing his eyes away from the warmth. He was breaking his own rules, but this was important. Walking past the barns alone had creeped him out, but he wasn’t going to allow this to be a wasted journey. With everything going on, he couldn’t allow for any man to be left behind. He was going to talk to Joe whether he liked it or not.

The problem was that Joe really didn’t seem like he wanted company. Everyone had been careful to give Sam space following Ava’s death, knowing that was what she needed. But after she’d placed the blame almost entirely on Joe’s shoulders, he had disappeared to his workshop, almost as reclusive as Sam herself. Luke had made every effort not to get to know Joe, and yet he found himself caring a little. And he knew he was suffering on his own.

He knocked loudly on the shed door, waiting for the customary grunt to signal that he could enter. Sat huddled over a desk in the corner of the room was Joe, his figure illuminated by the white light of a camping lantern. His ginger hair was disheveled and short stubble clung to his hollowed cheekbones. He wore dark bags under his eyes, which squinted in Luke's direction as he entered.

"What are you doing out here, Luke?" Joe asked wearily. Luke wasn’t used to that kind of reception from Joe. Usually, he was trying his hardest to get on Luke’s good side. How times had changed.

"It's getting pretty cold out," Luke said, rubbing his hands together to demonstrate his point. "Don't you think it's time to head back to the house?"

"Yeah..." he mumbled, clearly distracted. "I'll be in soon..."

"Well, that's good," Luke mused, making himself at home by perching on the desk Joe was working at. "Because I'm not leaving until you do."

“Since when did you become so concerned about what I’m doing?”

“Since you started to worry me.”

Joe’s eyes softened for a moment. Luke thought perhaps he’d got through to him. But then Joe turned his back on him once again.

“Just leave me alone. I’m fine.”

“You’re clearly not.”

“Okay, so I’m not. That’s not your business.”

Luke’s patience had run its very short course.

“Joe, you know I really don't have time for you to be doing this right now," Luke snapped. "Ava's dead, and all you can focus on is blaming yourself. Moping around and thinking about how her death was your fault. About how you could have stopped it…”

“Don’t you think I’ve heard that enough times, Luke? Don’t you think that’s what I’m telling myself? Why are you trying to kick me while I’m down?”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Luke said, trying not to get irritated. “I meant to say that you’re beating yourself up over something that isn't your fault. There was nothing you could have done. Nothing any of us could have done in that situation."

“Except that we could. You, me, Eliza. We could’ve told everyone about what we saw out there. What happened to us. Then maybe we’d have been prepared.”

“Nothing, and I mean nothing, could’ve prepared us for this. You must know that. Sam knows that, deep down. We should’ve said something sooner, that’s true. But it wouldn’t have been enough to save Ava’s life.”

“I guess we’ll never know if that’s true,” Joe said quietly. “Maybe you can live with that. But I don’t know if I can.”

Luke’s next argument got caught in his throat. He knew Joe seemed downtrodden, but a comment like that had so much weight. Luke felt an unexpected jolt in his chest as he stared at the older boy, trying to figure him out.

“What does that mean?”

“It means that you don’t need to worry about me. I won’t burden any of you any longer.”

“Stop talking like that.”

"I've been thinking hard about something that Sam said to me earlier. About how I'm always at the center of the shit that happens to us here.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is. More than you know,” Joe said, his eyes distant. “She’s right. And that’s why I won’t bother you all anymore. The rest of you would be better off if I left."

“No. Joe, you’re talking like a crazy person. What’s got into you?”

"Some sense, I think. I'm not a good person," Joe insisted. He ran a hand through his messy hair. "I try to be, but what's happened here recently has made me realize that I'm not. That trying to be good just isn't enough."

"The world isn't split into good and bad people," Luke argued. "The world isn't that black and white; you should know that. We've all done things we regret; if we hadn't, we wouldn't be standing here arguing today."

“Exactly. We’re losing ourselves just to make it through another day. We’re making bad choices, selfish choices. And now they’re catching up to us.”

“You’re blowing this out of proportion. You’ve had a bad day. Sam has too and she’s said things she didn’t mean.”

“There’s no coming back from this,” Joe said, clearly not listening to Luke’s pep talk.

“Choices lead us down different paths, yes, but that doesn’t mean you’re always responsible-”

"I am responsible, Luke," Joe said, deflated. "That's the worst part about it. I can't pretend that I'm not. I can't make the guilt go away."

"Think of everything that you've done to make this place better," Luke insisted earnestly. He wasn’t used to paying Joe compliments, and they came easier than he expected. He gestured desperately to the neatly drawn maps scattered about the room. "All of this! The defenses you've planned. The weapons you've made everybody. Even the art you made for Ginge. People here care about you."

“Really? You’ve had a funny way of showing it,” Joe said, his eyes flashing with something dangerous as he met Luke’s gaze. “I’ve always been on the outside looking in. I’ve lived here in fear and with secrets and burdens I don’t want to bear. Maybe it’s just better to be on my own. Then I don’t have to hurt anyone anymore.” He gestured at his plans. "As for all this? Why do you think I've been out here solidly the past twenty four hours? I've been finishing all these plans so that you lot will know you're doing, when I...when I'm gone." Joe's shoulders slumped as Luke digested his words. "You don't need me anymore," Joe said quietly. Kicking his chair back, he got to his feet and headed toward the door. Luke knew what he had to say to stop him. Something that somewhere along the way had become true. He almost choked on the words as they left his mouth.

"I need you," Luke whispered. Joe stopped and turned slowly. His eyes were still heavy with sadness, but filled with surprise too. Luke swallowed "We all need you. Sam needs you, though she’ll never admit it. She doesn't deserve to lose anyone else, Joe. Especially not you."

"She already has lost me," Joe whispered, a tear trailing down his face. "I'm doing this to protect her. All I keep doing is hurting her. I can't keep doing that to someone I love.”

Luke felt a pang at his admission. Love. Something he’d never been able to understand himself. At least not in the romantic sense. But he understood it. He saw it in the way Poppy and Cassie quietly clung to one another in moments of hardship. He saw it in the way Heidi and Rori mercilessly teased one another, but protected each other so fiercely. And now, he could see how it had changed Joe. Since Sam had arrived, he hadn’t been quite the same. He looked at her like she was the sun and he wasn’t scared of how she’d blind him with her brilliance. But now, the sun had set on whatever thing they’d held sacred between them. They were both broken and, despite Luke’s words, he could see now that there was no fixing it. Joe had seen that first - he knew better.

“I have to go." He looked over his shoulder at Luke, his eyes hard. "Protect her, Luke. Don’t let anything happen to her." Then he paused and laughed quietly, shaking his head. “Scratch that. She doesn’t need anyone to take care of her. Least of all you or me.”

“Think about what you’re doing, Joe. It’s not too late to change your mind.”

“I have thought about it,” Joe said. He picked up a backpack that was resting by the door. It was filled to the brim. “It’s time to go.”

Luke wavered. He could stop him with force, but what good would it do either of them? Joe had made his mind up. As a stubborn man himself, Luke knew better than to try and force his hand. Luke found that his throat was tight. There was so much to say.

He didn’t say any of it.

“Good luck.”

“And you,” Joe said. He paused. “Take care.”

Luke wanted to say more, do more. But he didn’t. He wondered if he’d regret that later as he watched Joe walk out into the night.


Chapter Three

He’s getting restless, Danielle thought as she lay waiting for Ross to come to bed. For the last few days, he had been taking longer to come to her side each evening, and even then, he seemed distracted. Usually, it didn’t take more than a little flirting to bring him back down to earth. But now, she was struggling to hold his attention.

And that was an issue.

She had never expected to be at his side for so long. Dylan had made it all sound so simple - get in Ross’ good books, take over the school, then get rid of him. It was a concept that she’d taken to with good intentions. She wanted to help the kids living there, give them a better life. And more than anything else, she wanted to impress Dylan. Because Danielle knew she could have pretty much anyone she wanted. And yet it always came back around to Dylan - smart, sandy-haired and tanned like an Aussie surfer, charm oozing out of his pores and the kind of Midas touch that made her feel worth something for once.

But the glitter of gold had faded in these past few months. She felt…used. Used by Ross to satisfy his needs. Used by Dylan to make his way to the top. She felt more worthless than ever before, and she’d lost sight of what she was doing it all. She wasn’t smart enough to change the world like Erin, working alone on a cure, trying to understand the virus. She wasn’t brave enough to just kill Ross and get him out of her way. And she feared what would happen if she tried, anyway.

If she could turn back time, she would never have approached the school. She would’ve just kept on walking, whether Dylan liked it or not. She hadn’t been happy back then, but she hadn’t been so fucking miserable. And at least she’d been in control then.

Ross finally made an appearance, muttering to himself as he settled down at Danielle’s side. She fixed him a smile, though it made her feel sick to her stomach. She’d perfected the art of fake smiling as of late.

“Something on your mind?” she whispered to him, reaching out to massage his shoulders. She pressed her body close to his. “Something I can fix?”

To her surprise, Ross shrugged her off, turning her back to her.

“Just shut up for once, will you? Take a fucking day off.”

Danielle felt wounded, though she didn’t know why. It wasn’t as though she actually wanted Ross’ approval. But maybe it was more that she feared she was losing him. And if she lost him, then she’d be worth nothing to him.

Which meant he wouldn’t be opposed to hurting her.

Don’t seem desperate, she told herself. She knew how men like him worked. The more interested she seemed, the less he would want her. She couldn’t afford to be eager. She was more enticing to him if she was aloof. She flicked her hair over her shoulder and got up, grabbing her water bottle and making a move for the door.

“Where the fuck are you going?” Ross asked, sitting bolt upright.

“Taking a day off,” Danielle said venomously. “I could use a break.”

She reached for the door handle, feeling pleased with how she’d handled herself. But before she could leave, she felt Ross slam into her, pinning her to the door. She winced as her nose smacked against the door, blood trickling over her lip.

“I didn’t tell you to leave,” Ross snapped. His breath was hot and rancid. Danielle hadn’t noticed that before. It smelt like something she couldn’t quite put her finger on…something that didn’t feel normal.

Rotting meat.

“You’re not in charge of me,” Danielle said through gritted teeth. If he wanted to hurt her, she could handle that. It wouldn’t be the first time, even if this felt different. But she wouldn’t allow him to take her dignity as well.

Ross’ hand fisted in her hair and yanked her to face him.

“You’re mine,” he snapped. “I can do whatever I like to you. So don’t piss me off. I’ll give you something to be afraid of.”

It was at that moment that realization dawned on Danielle. That she was never going to be able to control Ross. He had never given himself over to her fully. Now, she saw darkness in his eyes, so deep it was almost a void. He couldn’t be changed or redeemed. Which meant all of this time at his side had been a waste.

But that didn’t mean she had to just take it.

As Ross dragged her back to bed by her hair, she began to change her plans. Dylan wouldn’t approve, but she was done obeying him too. If he really loved her, then he would just have to get over himself. She wasn’t going to allow those poor people at the farm die. She wasn’t going to help Ross build an army, even if it secured her future. She would never be safe at his side. He’d swallow her whole and she’d live her days in the belly of the beast.

Something had to change.

Erin often worked in the dark. She liked it. It reminded her of those movies where mad scientists plotted in their dark labs, test-tubes and beakers foaming and bubbling with strange coloured liquids. There was something about that idea that appealed to her, something mysterious, even if she did want to be one of the good guys instead.

Her reality wasn't much like that, though. In the dark lab, the only apparatus on the table was a microscope and endless slides smeared with drying blood. Each slide seemed meaninglessly strewn around her microscope, but there was an order to them. It was easy to tell most of them apart anyway. Ross's blood was thick and dark, its consistency almost like jam. Danielle had now collected multiple samples for him - several from glasses of water where he’d coughed up blood, and several from bandages that he’d worn when he’d cut himself on one of his knives. The blood samples she'd taken from herself, Danielle and Dylan differed a little to one another, but that didn't matter so much. She was looking for differences between their blood and Ross's – the immune and the....not-so-immune. Or so she assumed.

She'd done a whole bunch of tests already. Truth be told, she didn't really know where to start. She didn't even know whether the tests she had done would help much. She'd gotten every book from the library that she thought might be helpful, from year seven textbooks to thick manuals designed for the college students. There were so many volumes, collecting dust over the years, that she had needed Dylan's help in getting them to the labs. Smart as she was, half of the information from the books went over her head. It was a case of being experimental.

She tried everything. She burned several blood samples to see how they reacted. Then she went the opposite way and froze them in leftover snow, but saw no changes. She'd tried mixing blood samples with different acids and alkaline, but with no sense of what she was expecting to find, it was hard to tell whether any of her experiments made any difference at all. Whether she was actually learning anything about immunity, or just playing around to pass the time. That’s how it had started out - almost like a hobby to keep herself from going insane. She needed to keep her mind sharp, to put it to the test the way she had in her after school clubs and gifted-and-talented classes at school.

Her lab coat was more red than white now, since she'd accidentally dropped a rack of test tubes filled with blood samples. Needless to say, what started out as a good idea had quickly become a meaningless disaster.

Erin was looking at one of Ross's blood samples for the millionth time. She did this frequently when she was stuck for new ideas, hoping that something might give, as if some cartoon-like light bulb would go off over her head with a revelation. She initially thought that maybe the blood would be crawling with some kind of parasite, but there was none that she could see. The only difference she'd found so far was the color, and any fool could see that.

Erin closed her eyes. She scoured her mind for things she could try. She supposed that she could try using litmus paper to test the acidity of the blood, but she wasn't sure what the acidity of blood was meant to be in the first place. She grabbed a biology book from her towering pile, feeling as though she had a direction. Her finger moved with her eyes across the endless pages, scrolling through chapters and chapters of information that was meaningless to her plight. She rubbed tiredly at her eyes, wishing she could sleep. But the dead didn't sleep. She knew that. And every moment she wasted was another where they roamed the earth.

It took an hour for her to find what she was looking for. She stared at the page hard. She was so tired that it took several readings for the information to sink in.

“Each blood type differs by the antigen most present in it,” Erin read aloud, “Except for type O, which contains no antigen. It was previously known as type zero for this reason, but a misreading of it caused it to be read as O instead.” Erin took a happy moment to revel in that nerdy titbit of information before continuing. She tucked the fact to the back of her mind.

“Due to its lack of antigens, Type O blood can be donated to anyone in need of it, whereas the other types will be rejected by a body of the wrong blood type. Those with blood type AB are known as universal recipients due to their ability to take blood from anyone without the body rejecting it.”

Erin took a moment to consider what that meant. If she could figure out Ross's blood type, she might discover which blood group was immune – and who their blood could be donated to. She figured that if blood could be donated, it might be able to overrule the virus if there was an antigen that dictated immunity.

Erin felt excitement bubbling in the pit of her stomach, waking her up. She grabbed a whiteboard pen and approached the board, scribbling the outline of a mind map on it. From her findings, she deduced her first significant clue – those of a certain blood type were immune. She just had to figure out which one.

The corridor Ross walked down was empty and quiet, lit only by the full moon outside. Ross owned those corridors. He owned everyone that walked through them. After his altercation with Danielle the previous night, that had become even more evident to him. And when they eventually left to take the farm, he would own even more. But he was going to miss the school. He would always see it as the place where everything began. Where he had started to build his empire; his army. Where he had taken control for his own. This was the first place in his life where he had felt truly free. No one telling him what to do. No one there to hurt him the way he wanted to hurt others. He was at the top of the food chain now.

And speaking of, he was hungry. He couldn’t quite figure out what he was craving. Something…substantial. A juicy steak wouldn’t go amiss, certainly. But the hunger felt deep. Cavernous, like it was hollowing out his stomach. He didn’t think it was the kind of hunger that could be satisfied. He had thought for a while that perhaps Danielle had been the cause of the change. That her presence, welcome as it was, was making him crave something that she wasn’t giving him yet. He wanted her, yes. But it didn’t fulfill him.

Ross headed outside. He needed a distraction. He knew what might distract him – a trip to the interrogation room. Except even that was boring now. Quinn had been his favorite to torment. Torturing anybody else hadn't quite given him the same satisfaction as seeing Quinn writhing with pain as the virus took him. He wanted something with a little sport in it. Something that instilled a little more fear into his victims.

His attention turned to a large building to the right of the science classrooms, separate from the rest of the school. As far as he knew, it was unused and would remain that way until someone cleared it out. Ross's bat rested on his shoulder, ready to swing into action. He had no idea what he might face when he went inside, but hey – what did he have to lose? He was immune anyway. Short of being torn apart limb by limb, he felt invincible.

As he approached, he smelt the chlorine clinging to the walls and knew what must be inside – a swimming pool. He never much liked swimming. When he went in primary school, the other kids would try and push each other in. Ross didn't like getting the water in his ears and eyes, or even in his hair. Kitting himself out with a swimming cap and goggles got him teased, so he just suffered quietly. He never went swimming unless he had to. Still, the purpose of his trip wasn't to go for a swim. He was looking for something else in that run-down swimming pool. It didn't take much to get the door open – just a hard shove with his shoulder and the door gave, allowing him inside.

There was another layer to the smell now. Something had clearly died a long time ago. Or at least, it had tried to. Ross grinned, taking a step further into the room. He grabbed his torch from his back pocket - it was something Ross carried everywhere with him. He hated the dark. He flashed the torch around the room. A symphony of groaning greeted him. He let the beam fall on a group of zombies clawing up at him from the sludge filled pool, the water stagnant in its neglect. The smell of the mass of rotting bodies in the pool was enough to make Ross retch, covering his mouth and nose with the sleeve of his jacket.

Ross entered the room fully, allowing the door to thud shut gently behind him. The soles of his leather boots squeaked on the slippery tiles beneath his feet as he paced along one side of the pool. Ignoring the squelching of the rotters in the pool, he shone his torch around the roof, the beam glinting on the metal rails of a ladder on the far side of the pool. Approaching cautiously, Ross peered in the dim light at the ladder. When he saw what it was, his face lit up like that of a child on Christmas Day.

Deborah's eyes snapped open as she woke up. She blinked, startled, sitting up in her chair. She hadn't meant to fall asleep – sleep was something she struggled with these days. Her hand went instinctively to the knife she always kept in her belt. Not that she needed it. Everything was silent anyway.

She was sat on watch outside what Ross called his "interrogation room". Inside the interrogation room was a young boy called Harry, who Ross had caught stealing food from their supplies.

"It was only a packet of crackers!" Harry had cried as Ross had dragged the young boy to the interrogation room that very morning. But it didn't matter to Ross that it was only a packet of crackers. Disobedience of Ross's rules – under any circumstance – had to be punished.

Deborah felt for Harry. With his shock of white blonde hair and wide rimmed glasses that made his eyes twice their normal size, he looked just like the Milky Bar kid. The poor kid had only been hungry. Just like everybody else, Deborah thought. The supply teams were coming back with less and less food each time they ventured out into the town, and with the stock of food from the school kitchens running low, they were all on strict rations now. When they first came to the school, everybody had just eaten whatever they fancied from the stock of food in the kitchen – Deborah included – without thinking about eating the more perishable bread and fruit first.

But if Ross and Danielle’s plans were to be believed, they wouldn’t have to wait too long now for the comfort of a full stomach again. They would take the farm in the spring and reap the rewards of the fresh crops and meat that would be provided to them. Deborah didn’t see the plan as foolproof - none of them knew how to run a farm, after all - but she did see it as a hopeful outcome. Things would be better there. They wouldn’t be guarded by a wall of rotters so pungent that their smell carried every time she went outside. No, the air would be fresh, like freshly mown grass, and life would be good enough that all the violence would come to an end. It wouldn’t have a point anymore.

But first, they had to kill everybody living there.

For her own comfort, people would die. Young people with everything to live for. She tilted her head to the side, a nervous tic she had developed when a bad thought came to mind. It was almost as though the Devil was whispering something in one ear and she was trying to tip it out of the other. 

What was it all for? When she thought of survival now, it seemed like something she did for the sake of it. Sitting in her chair outside a torture chamber, listening to a child whimper on the other side of the door because it ensured her survival. But it was all too much. It had started as desperation to stay alive, and somewhere along the way, she had actively chosen the wrong path.

Deborah supposed she was something of a right-hand man to Ross. They had stuck together since the virus had spread. Deborah knew that Ross not only trusted her, but could sense her authoritative power, and wanted her on his side. Deborah had made it clear to Ross repeatedly that he was not her boss, but truth be told, there weren't many things that Ross did that Deborah really disagreed with out loud. That was the coward in her winning over, day in and day out. She wondered where she drew the line. She supposed she would find out eventually.

Deborah jumped slightly as the sound of footsteps reached her ears. She had been so lost in thought that she had almost forgotten where she was. Peering down the corridor, she saw Ross hurrying towards her, the collar of his jacket pulled up high around his neck. His face was lit with a beaming grin, and there was a glint of malice in his dark eyes. Deborah knew that look. It was a look on oncoming cruelty.

"Deborah," Ross greeted her curtly, resting his baseball bat on his shoulder.

"Ross," Deborah replied coldly. Ross reached into the pocket of his jacket and took out the keys for the interrogation room. He unlocked the door, letting it swing open. In the square of light from the corridor, Deborah could see Harry crouched in the corner of the dark room, his arms wrapped protectively around his shins, and knees pulled up to his chin. When he saw Ross illuminated in the doorway, tears welled up in Harry's eyes and he began to shake with fear. It was this kind of fear Deborah knew Ross wanted to instill in everybody at the school.

"Come on, sport," Ross said in a cheerful tone. "Look alive! Let's bounce." Ross crossed the room to where Harry sat. He reached down and hoisted Harry to his feet, ruffling his white blonde shock of wavy hair. He pushed Harry towards the door where Deborah was standing watching them. Ross put the end of his bat in the small of Harry's back, gentle enough that it wouldn't hurt but hard enough that Harry could feel it. The poor kid was crying, the eyes behind his glasses red and snot running from his nose.

"Lead the way," Ross told him, gesturing to Deborah to follow them. Intrigued, Deborah trotted along behind Ross. Normally, Ross would just beat rule-breakers up a little bit, leaving them groveling and begging for his forgiveness. Usually that was enough to amuse Ross. Deborah wondered what the difference was this time.

Ross made Harry lead them down the flight of stairs and down one of the science corridors, simply telling Harry 'left' or 'right'. Before they reached the science labs, Ross led them outside into the cold night. Deborah shivered, pursing her lips. If she had known they were coming outside, she would have brought a coat. They skirted the outside of the darkened science classrooms, all the while with Ross's bat in the small of Harry's back. The young boy was whimpering and sniffling every couple of seconds, the only sound in the silent, starry night.

They reached a small building by the science block. Deborah frowned, not sure whether it had been cleared out or not. Not that that mattered to Ross since he’d become immune. Still, as proud as Ross was, Deborah was sure that he wouldn't want to run the risk of his body being covered in zombie bites. Danielle wouldn’t like it, after all.

"In," Ross commanded, tapping Harry on the back.

"Please don’t make me, " Harry pleaded, sniffling.

"In," Ross repeated coldly.

Harry shuffled toward the door, his hands trembling as he reached to push it open. The smell as the door swung open hit Deborah hard. It took a lot of effort for her not to retch. She didn't want Ross to see that weakness. Not when he was clearly in a strange mood already. Deborah was silently glad his mood was aimed at Harry, and not her.

A chorus of hungry moans reached their ears as Harry shuffled into the dark room, Ross and Deborah close behind. Ross reached across to flick a switch on the wall, bathing the room in dim lights. In the center of the room, surrounded by stagnant, algae-riddled water, was a herd of wrinkled, bloated rotters in a swimming pool, their hungry hands reaching up to greet them.

Harry cried out in fear when he saw the creatures writhing in hunger, their teeth snapping in anticipation. Deborah saw a cruel smirk playing at the corner of Ross's lips. It took Deborah a moment to look past the horde to see what Ross was smiling at.

A diving board.

"Come on, kid," Ross said to Harry, clapping a hand hard on his shoulder.

"Please Ross," Harry begged, tears streaming down his young face. "Please, I'll do anything-"

Ross ignored the plea. He grabbed Harry's arm and pulled him toward the far side of the pool, towards the ladder of the diving board. Harry tried to fight against Ross's firm grip, but his plight was hopeless. The soles of his trainers squeaked on the tiled floor as Ross half-dragged, half-pulled Harry the length of the rotting pool.

Numb with shock, Deborah followed the two boys to the base of the ladder. She didn’t know how Ross still managed to shock her, but he did. She fought to find words to discourage him, but she just watched him, open-mouthed, as he taunted Harry once again with his baseball bat.

"Up," Ross commanded, the bat resting on Harry’s shoulder like he was knighting him. But they all knew something much worse was going to happen.

“R-r-ross,” Harry fumbled. “Please…”

Ross grabbed a handful of Harry’s hair, tugging his head back so that Ross’ mouth was only inches away from his neck. Deborah watched in horror as a slither of drool fell from Ross’ lip. Was it her imagination, or was there blood there too?

“My friends are so hungry, Harry,” Ross growled. “So hungry. But maybe if you do as you’re told, I’ll spare you. But if you stand here too long…I may just tear you apart myself.”

He snapped his teeth at Harry and he squirmed, his hands fumbling against the metal of the rungs on the ladder. Harry began to climb shakily, Ross close behind. Before she knew what she was doing, Deborah had grabbed Ross's arm. He spun to face her.

"Ross, this is too much," Deborah said, shaking her head. "It's...it's barbaric."

Ross's face split into a wide grin. "I know. We have to teach them a lesson, Deborah. He let others go hungry. His crime can fit his punishment…these people won’t go hungry now."

“They’re not fucking people anymore!”

“Says who?” Ross asked, his eyes shining. Above them, Harry teetered on the edge of the diving board, crying softly to himself. “They’re just different. And how different are we, really? We get hungry too. What are you willing to do to line your stomach, Deborah? Ask yourself that.”

Her blood ran cold. He wasn’t often right, and right now, he was teetering on insanity. But he was right. She might not be Ross, but she never stopped him from doing terrible things. She’d watch boys like Harry die over and over to save her own skin. That’s what she’d been doing for months. How had she lost control so completely? She was allowing a sadistic little boy to control her life.

And she didn’t have the guts to do anything about it.

“Shut the fuck up and watch the show,” Ross murmured. "Unless you want to join Harry?"

Deborah’s gaze bore into Ross’ eyes for a little longer. And then she let go of him. He scoffed at her, a wry smirk on his lips.

“As I thought. You’ve put me in a bad mood, Deborah. Someone has to pay for that.”

He climbed up the ladder after Harry, edging along the diving board. Harry was forced closer to the edge, his sobs just about audible over the sound of the rotters clamoring for blood. Deborah saw a dark patch spreading over the crotch of his jeans.

“Dinner time,” Ross murmured. Then he swung his bat hard into Harry’s face.

The boy dropped like a stone. He didn’t even have time to scream as the hands of the dead claimed him, dragging him into the murky waters. Splashing and tearing filled the air, and young Harry was only able to grunt a little as he was devoured. Only after a minute did he go completely silent, his remains sinking beneath the surface.

When it was over and Deborah finally remembered to breathe again she was surprised to find that she was alone. Ross had gone. Deborah shivered in the winter chill that came through the open door. Her legs trembled as she returned to the door. Glancing at the pool, she saw Harry's glasses floating, forgotten, on the surface of the water.


Chapter Four

The pink hues of the morning weaved their way through the darkened clouds, the first rays of sunshine breaking on the horizon. The winter chill hung crisp in the air. The frost that sprinkled over the grass crunched underfoot as the group silently made their way to where Will's body, wrapped in a blood-stained bedsheet, lay beneath the oak tree in the yard.

It had been Fletcher and Patrick who had dug Will's grave through the night. Fletcher hadn't minded - it kept his body busy, and his mind along with it. He wouldn't have been able to sleep, anyway, even if he had tried. Cassie had offered to help them dig the grave, but the two boys had declined. Everybody knew this was a silent gesture of their own, a way of saying goodbye to their friend.

The group gathered around the mound of freshly-turned soil by the grave. Sadie was sandwiched between Zoe and Freddie, Zoe holding onto her as she cried. With great care, Fletcher and Patrick lifted Will's feet, Gus and Charlie gently wedging their hands under his arms. They lowered Will into the ground slowly, dusting the soil off their hands and stepping back from the grave. Fletcher took the shovel in his hands once again, ignoring the blisters that covered his palms. He filled the shovel with soil, tipping it onto Will's lifeless body. He passed it silently to Patrick, who did the same, before handing the shovel to Sadie. One by one, the shovel was passed around the group, until the mound of dirt had vanished and Will was buried deep in the earth.

Fletcher picked up his mug from the ground. It was half-filled with coffee; black and with five sugars heaped in. Just the way that Will liked it. They had used as much coffee as they could spare to all say goodbye. The mug warmed Fletcher's fingertips, the heat breathing life into his numb hands. His knuckles prickled with burning pain, but he ignored them. At least I can feel, he reminded himself gratefully. He raised his mug of coffee, and the last of his small, mismatched group raised theirs respectfully too.

"To Will," Fletcher said simply.

"To Will," they echoed, voices choked with emotion. They tapped their mugs against each other in a toast to his memory, before all taking a sip. Fletcher hated coffee. He hated all hot drinks, but coffee the most. The bitter taste rolled over his taste buds, the sugar hardly doing anything to mask it. He tried not to make a face out of some strange form of respect to a boy who could no longer see his face. Still, one sip was all that he could manage. The taste was enough to wake the dead. He could imagine Will now, laughing at him. Maybe the coffee had been why Will had always been so chirpy in the mornings. Managing a weak smile, Fletcher poured the rest of the drink onto the soil that covered his friend's body.

"It's bloody disgusting, mate," he said to the grave. "I don't know how you managed it, I really don't."

Sadie and Charlie followed Fletcher's lead, pouring the coffee onto Will's grave. The sodden soil steamed against the cold winter chill, almost as though Will was breathing beneath the earth. Fletcher watched the tendrils of steam evaporate into the air, the sunlight winning its battle against the clouds and shining through. The rays washed over the fresh soil, warming the solemn group that huddled around it. One by one, the group dissipated slowly, people wandering back to the house or to their posts watching over the farm. After a while, only Fletcher and Cassie remained, silent.

"He would have liked this," Fletcher sighed after a few moments. His sister placed a hand consolingly on his good shoulder. "On the dawn of a new day. He was always so positive. Sometimes too positive," Fletcher chuckled.

Cassie smiled slightly. "I don't think there's such a thing these days."

"You're right there," Fletcher agreed, nodding his head. "I could do with some of that now."

"I know, Fletch. We all could." Cassie gazed back at the farm, at the fields that rolled out to the horizon as far as the eye could see. "We're due some better days ahead. Maybe I used all my good luck in finding you."

Fletcher silently agreed. He didn't want to say it, but the group at the farm had been relatively sheltered. They didn't know what it was like to lose as many people as he had; to be living alongside somebody so hungry for power that he would destroy everybody that came in his way. But Fletcher didn't want to compare. There were horrors on the farm – the Piggy Man, for starters – that he didn't want to imagine either. The truth was, they were all in the same boat now. It didn't matter what they had been through or where they had come from. All that mattered was keeping each other going.

In the small office, Eliza slumped back in the desk chair. She was grateful for the peace. Hardly anybody ever went in there. She didn't blame them, really. Ginge came in sometimes to find manuals for the farming equipment when it broke down, but other than that, the office remained virtually empty. It was a small box room with shelves completely covering the far wall; shelves bursting with old paperwork for the farm. Since none of that mattered any more, Eliza had taken to creating new paperwork of her own.

Eliza opened the cupboard underneath the desk and took out a cardboard shoebox. Inside was a scruffy leather-bound notebooks and a handful of Polaroid pictures. Nobody else had bothered keeping note of everything that had happened to them over the past few months. Nobody else was keeping track of dates. But Eliza knew that by the time the apocalypse ended – and she was sure it had to, at some point – they would become a part of history. They might die or fall victim to the hordes of rotters, but whilst their bodies decayed below the earth, their lives would be preserved forever in her notes. She saw it as her duty to keep track of everything that was happening to them in order to preserve that history. That included not only jotting down mundane day-to-day tasks, but also asking around the farm for their take on things. First-hand accounts were often the most reliable, after all. So long as no one lied.

She felt heat rush to her cheeks. She didn’t want to believe she had lied to her friends on the farm when she chose not to talk about the Piggy Man. She was omitting information, yes, but not lying about it. That was how she justified it to herself. And by keeping the account in her notebook. If anyone bothered to read it, they’d know the truth, was what she told herself.

At least the truth was out now. Eliza tried to forget her shame and took the Polaroids out of the box. She fanned them across the wooden desk. The first one was her favorite. She ran her thumb over the date scrawled in her tiny handwriting underneath; January 4th. It was the first picture she had taken with the camera. It had been one of the few snowfalls they had had so far that winter, and at the sight of the flakes sprinkling in flurries to the ground, everyone had rushed outside, their faces lit with childish joy. In the photo, Rori was grinning mischievously with an arm slung lovingly around an upright and rigid Luke, who had refused to smile for the photo. To their right were Cassie and Heidi, Heidi with her arms grappling Cassie around the neck as she clung on for a piggy back. In the center of the photo and in front of all of them, framed in falling snow with a grin lighting up her freckled face, was Ginge, sitting wide-legged on the ground after trying to make a snow angel. The memory was almost tangible now, looking back at that picture.

Smiling nostalgically, Eliza picked up another one she particularly liked. It was a picture of Gus on his own, taken in the early evening. He was standing with his back to the camera as the sun was setting, so that only his dark silhouette could be seen. He could only be identified by the mess of curls on top of his head. Surrounding him was the sky, illuminated gold and scarlet amongst the gray curtains of clouds. It looked to Eliza as if the world were on fire, and he was standing watching it burn. Perhaps a little too poetic for her tastes, but still a good photo.

Eliza paused at the most recent one. It had been taken the day that Fletcher and his group had arrived at the farm. The photo was of the car they had arrived in, parked in the driveway. Leaning against the car by the driver's door was Fletcher, looking off to the distance. Lounging on the bonnet of the car with one knee propped up was Will, his head resting against the windscreen and his eyes shut peacefully, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. In the distance by the wooden fence, Patrick and Zoe stood deep in discussion. Eliza was about to put the Polaroid at the bottom of the pile when something made her stop short. There was something in the frame that she hadn't noticed before. Frowning, Eliza peered at the picture. Behind Patrick and Zoe, barely noticeable, was what looked like the dark silhouette of a figure. Blinking and shaking her head, hoping that it was just her tired mind playing cruel tricks on her, Eliza stared back at the speck in the frame. She knew what time the photograph was taken - mere minutes before Ava’s death. And whilst it could just be coincidence, or a trick of the light, that silhouette could also be something else.

"The Piggy Man," Eliza breathed.


Chapter Five

Joe shuffled through the streets, his hands gripped tightly around his knife. It felt too small in his hand, too small to protect him from whatever danger awaited. He was beginning to wish he'd brought one of his better weapons, but he didn’t want to take any more from the farm. He'd been walking for some time now, and tiredness clung to his thoughts. He was exhausted; his feet weighed down with lead, his pace slower than usual. His eyes drooped. But he knew that he couldn't stop until he found some shelter.

He'd never been to this part of town before. He didn't often venture far from the farm. He always offered to go on food runs if no one was willing to, but he was always secretly praying he could stay at the farm. Since Sam's group had arrived, there had been less need for him out in the field. He was better off tinkering away in his workshop, making weapons. Joe sighed, kicking at a stone. He'd miss that workshop. He’d miss everything about the farm, come to think of it. But it wasn’t home any longer.

The town had once been busy, that was clear enough. There were still plenty of abandoned cars littered around on the narrow streets. He considered breaking in to one and getting some rest, but he knew it was only his exhaustion talking. He'd be too exposed. So he kept walking, listening to his own footsteps padding quietly on the tarmac. He glanced through dusty shop windows for signs of life, but he wasn't hoping for much. He was sure this place was completely ransacked, just like everywhere was nowadays. He hoped that meant he wouldn't run into many people along the way.

He also prayed the rotters had moved on. He'd seen plenty of lifeless bodies on the roadsides, but no rotters. He wasn't sure if that was a good sign, or a hint that they were gathered somewhere else nearby. Feasting. He shivered. There was more than the breeze chilling his bones.

He turned his head instinctively to ask Sam which way to go, before remembering she wasn't with him. He was so used to asking her for advice that it felt weird, knowing he never would again. If there was one thing he knew about her, it was that she could hold a grudge. It had always been one of the things he loved about her. He had found it funny, a few weeks ago. Now, it was the reason they’d parted ways.

No. Don't blame her for this. This is on you.

He just had to accept that he was on his own now. Who knows? Maybe I'll meet a new group along the way.

But who would trust him? A man traveling alone is suspicious. It made people recoil, wondering what events had led them to ride solo. It never boded well for loners. Even on day one, the group had been suspicious of Joe. Now, with so much fear instilled in everyone's hearts, he had no chance.

No. He had to face the road alone now. Is this how rotters felt, wandering the empty streets alone? Joe shuddered. He didn't want to think about them or how they came to be as they were. Joe didn't want to die. Not yet.

But what did he really have to live for now? No friends, no family...if he was going to be alone for the rest of his time, would it matter if he died?

Okay, this isn't good. Shut up, brain.

Joe tried not to think as he carried on, though he realized quickly that the mind is never truly quiet. Whispers of thoughts tried to edge inwards. Thoughts he couldn't bear to acknowledge. Scary thoughts. Alone with no one to talk them out with, his thoughts seemed even more daunting.

He had to get off the streets.

He moved on a little further. The town sloped upwards on a small hill, and Joe decided that to head for higher ground was smart. He'd be able to see better from up there and decide where to go next. His legs struggled against the increasing incline, but he pushed on. He told himself whatever waited for him at the top would be worth the effort. What he found at the top was unexpected.

The church sat quietly amidst an array of pubs, car parks and slanted gravestones. It looked like it didn't quite belong there, and Joe was drawn to it for that very reason. In the center of chaos, it spoke softly to him as a place of comfort. The small metal gate to the graveyard was shut, but not locked. God never closes the door to a person in need, his grandmother had once told him. He'd never believed that until now. He believed it at this moment because he needed to for sanity's sake.

Joe walked slowly past the graveyard towards the church. He half expected the ground to split open and a thousand dead bodies to reanimate, Thriller style. He wasn't entirely sure what the deal was with the already deceased. He didn't want to stick around to find out. He reached the large wooden doors of the church. He felt like he should knock, but when he pushed on the door gently, it swung open.

Inside, rotters roamed between the pews. A bible stuck out from an old woman's coat pocket and Joe shook his head, watching her amble aimlessly through the church. God hadn't saved her, and wasn't about to save Joe either. He would have to save himself. He closed the door and removed his knife, trying not to think of the sin he was about to commit. Thou shalt not kill, he told himself. But this wasn't killing, he guessed.

If God wasn't here to rescue him from undead, Joe would have to do it alone.

Gus stared at himself in the mirror, his hands leaning on the sink and a knife in his hands. He studied his face with care, taking in every inch of it. It had been a while since he'd seen his face. He used to preen every morning before college, puckering his lips, raising one eyebrow to himself and practicing the cheeky smile he'd long since perfected. He loved himself, and he wasn't ashamed of that.

He didn't love himself now. He didn't smile at all, let alone in his signature style. Gus ran the blunt edge of the knife across his features. His cheeks were gaunt. His bare chest looked hollow and thin, like he was actively wasting away. The tattoo on his collarbones seemed faded, yet garish. His hair had always been long, but now it was tangled too, matted with blood and god only knows what else. He liked the unkempt look, but this took it to a whole new level. He used his knife to comb back the hair dangling in front of his haunted eyes.

And that's when he saw it. The flecks of green in his eyes that reminded him so much of Quinn's. It was a stab to the heart. Now he could recall the reason he grew his hair. He remembered why he never looked in the mirror. It was like a piece of Quinn was locked inside his eyes.

There was a knock at the bathroom door. Gus lowered the knife to the sink with shaking hands, his moment of self-reflection over.

"Who is it?"

"It's Charlie.”

“Oh. Sorry, I was just finishing up.”

There was a pause, and then Charlie’s voice, softer, “I don’t need a piss. I…I wanted to talk to you.”

“And how do you know I’m not mid-piss? Or God forbid, a shit?” Gus asked, his mouth desperate to smile. Charlie scoffed.

“Pretty boys like you don’t do such atrocious things as that, I’m sure. No, I think it’s more likely that you’re checking yourself out.”

“Ha. I guess you’re half right.”

“Can I come in?"

Gus hesitated, but only for a moment. Standing with a knife in his hand and wallowing felt much more terrifying than facing Charlie, even if he was scared to admit to himself that he liked the guy. He opened the door for Charlie, metaphorically as much as anything. Charlie was leaning against the wall outside the bathroom, his hands in his pockets. Gus saw something of himself in Charlie too, even though he was so different to Quinn. The effortless coolness of the way Charlie stood…he used to be that way. And his smile held such kindness. Gus hadn’t managed many smiles as of late, kind or otherwise. Except, perhaps, in the presence of Charlie.

"You've been in here a while," Charlie said. His eyes roved over Gus’ bare chest, and Gus spotted his throat bob as he swallowed nervously. He didn't look concerned, but Gus could hear it in his voice. Charlie's eyes drifted to the knife laid on the sink, and Gus knew what Charlie had suspected.

"It's not like that," Gus told him quickly, seeing the pain in Charlie's eyes. Perhaps it had crossed his mind, yes, but he had gone into the bathroom with other intentions for the knife. "Come on... you can help me if you want."

Charlie looked confused, not sure what Gus meant. Gus fought back the urge to kiss the crease between Charlie's eyebrows as he frowned. He wasn’t sure why Charlie had the effect on him that he did. Inquisitively, Charlie followed Gus into the bathroom and closed the door. Gus picked up the knife and looked in the mirror again. Each time he moved his face, those green flecks returned, like grass sprouting from desolate earth. He swallowed, moving the knife to his first lock of hair. He began to slice until the hair fell away, the strands drifting down to the floor. The hair that remained was close cut to his head. He hadn't had hair so short since he was a child.

Silently, Charlie stood forward to take the knife gently from Gus' hands. He began to work on the hair himself while Gus stood, hunched and quiet. Charlie was tall enough that he didn’t need to stoop to cut the hair away.

“You know there’s such a thing as a razor,” Charlie said with a wry smile in the mirror as he struggled with a particularly touch patch of stubborn curls. Gus scoffed quietly.

“Well, I guess I liked the melodrama of cutting it away. Ridding myself of the old me.”

“The you you were before, or the one you became after Quinn?”

Gus breathed deeply. Quinn’s name felt like a stitch after running, sharp in his ribs.

“Both, maybe. Maybe it’s a third time lucky kind of thing.”

“Well then I hope this haircut will work some magic for you,” Charlie said gently. “But you have to understand my concern…watching you sneak off alone with a knife. I debated not coming. I thought maybe it wasn’t my business…”

“It isn’t,” Gus said pointedly. Some part of him was still trying to maintain a boundary with this boy, though it didn’t feel that way each time their lips touched. "But I wouldn’t do…that. Not anymore." He lifted his arm to examine a scar on his arm. The skin was whiter there, jagged and raised against his tan skin. "Maybe once," he said. "But not now. I made a promise."

"To who?" Charlie asked. His kind eyes met Gus' in the mirror, but Gus returned his gaze to the floor, where his dark hair was strewn across the tiles.

"Partly to myself. Mostly to Quinn," he said. "He taught me ways to deal with the dark days. He taught me there are other options."

Charlie hesitated for a moment. "I wish I could've met him," he said at last, quietly.

"No, you don't," Gus said. "If he was here, you wouldn't be standing with me now.”

“I know.”

“You barely know me, Charlie. I barely know you either. But I would never try to stand where Nora stood.”

“I know that,” Charlie said, his tone a little defensive. “And I’m not trying to do that to you.”

“You have to understand what he was to me. You can't replace that...nobody can." It was a truth Gus felt he needed to voice to Charlie. He didn’t feel awkward about it, and he didn’t worry that it would hurt Charlie in some way.

"I know," Charlie said again, his tone quietly urgent. "He was your best friend. You loved him. You never got your chance to be with him. And it hurts. That's a lot."

It felt strange for someone to say that aloud. That he had loved Quinn. Gus was still coming to terms with that. He never knew he'd loved him until it was too late. And now, some other boy was standing where Quinn should be, cutting back his hair and telling him that he understood. And Gus thought maybe he did. Instinct told him. It wasn't just that Charlie had explained about Nora. It was the way he acted around him. He didn't tread so carefully, like everyone else. Quinn's death had driven those closest to Gus away – Tomas, Heidi and even the kids he'd grown to care for at the farm. But not Charlie. If anything, it had drawn him closer. Gus could feel, every time that they kissed, every time his hands found their way onto Charlie's bare skin, that they were drawn to each other, like moths to a flame.

Charlie brushed a strand of hair away from Gus’ shoulder and leaned his chin there, lightly pressing his lips to Gus’ shoulder.

“I’m not trying to stand where Quinn stood, Gus. I’m standing where you’re standing. I have been for months. I have all this pain inside me…but so much care too. I want to give it to someone and someone to give it to me. When it comes to my friends…I love them all, man, but it’s not the same thing, is it? And they don’t know what I’ve felt…not like you do. Maybe Freddie these days, but she and I…we would never be like this with one another. I know that I can't replace Quinn. I don't want to. And honestly, Gus, you could never replace Nora either. That's not what this is about."

"Then what is it about?" Gus wasn't used to blurred lines. He liked things straight-forward. He spoke his mind. He said what he meant, and he had a way of coaxing out the truth from even the hardest of people. But with Charlie, he didn't have a clue.

"It's about friendship," Charlie said. Then he planted a quick kiss on Gus' neck, taking him by surprise. "And maybe a bit of kissing."

Gus rolled his eyes, his mouth edging a little closer to a smile. But not enough for Charlie to tell. Charlie continued to slice away at the hair, brushing stray locks from Gus' shoulder. The contact made Gus want to shiver.

“Maybe companionship is a better word. Or…”

“Friends with benefits?” Gus said, raising his eyebrow. A devilish look appeared in Charlie’s eyes.

“Perhaps. Call it what you want to. I don’t need to put a name to it, do you? It's about looking out for one another. And just because you love one person, it doesn't mean you can't have feelings for another."

Charlie kissed Gus' neck again, his free hand tracing Gus' hip from behind. Gus closed his eyes, allowing Charlie to press up against him. He nuzzled his face against Charlie's hair as he continued to plant kisses on him, lips tracing his skin. When Charlie stopped, Gus' neck felt cold. But he didn't ask him to continue. He knew it wasn't the right moment.

"Don't you ever feel guilty?" Gus asked. Charlie wavered and then continued his work on Gus' hair with steady hands.

"Maybe a little. But they're gone, Gus. We're still alive; we have to act like it. We don't know how long we'll have left. I don’t want to leave this world without knowing what it feels like to just…live a little. Do you?"

Gus waited in silence, mulling over Charlie’s words while he finished cutting his hair. When he finally caught sight of his face, he looked like a ghost of himself. He looked like a young boy, and he felt like one. He felt vulnerable to an attack from his own heart. Charlie's fingers grazed Gus's cheek, guiding him to face him. Gus knew what Charlie would do next. His fingers moved under Gus's chin and tilted it upwards. Charlie's smile grew slowly, softly.

"I haven't seen your eyes properly," he commented. "You've always been hidden behind that mop of yours."

Gus couldn't speak; he couldn't breathe. Charlie's eyes continued to explore Gus's, like he was looking for something. Seemingly, he found it, and he leant forwards to kiss Gus's lips.

"You have beautiful eyes," Charlie said, his nose bumping against Gus'. Angus recalled one last time the glint of Quinn's eyes. He remembered how they creased in the corners when he laughed. He knew now that Quinn was set to haunt him. Quinn lived on in his eyes, an enchantment no amount of kisses from another boy could break. There was no escaping that. But maybe he could live with it, if he had to. Gus brushed his thumb over Charlie's lips.

"I do," he said.

Joe had blood on his hands. He stood breathless over the final corpse. He had decided to line the doors outside with the bodies of the dead. Maybe he'd bury them in the morning. For now, they masked the smell of the living inside. Or so he hoped. All that was left was to get the blood off of him.

He removed his jacket and his t-shirt. His hands scrunched into the fabric of his t-shirt, and he used it like a towel. When he was done, and he'd replaced his shirt with the one from his bag, all that was left was a faint stain on his hands. And the smell. The smell was the worst part – the warm, coppery stench that clung to Joe's nose. But he couldn't waste water on washing his hands, even as the aroma made him gag. He tried to ignore it, fortifying the place ready for him to go to sleep.

When the place was secure, he knew he should get some rest, but he still feared what might happen when he closed his eyes. It was his first night alone in a scary world. He was more vulnerable than he’d ever been, even with the Piggy Man on the loose. Here, there wasn’t a single soul to watch his back. He figured he had every right to be scared. Maybe I'd rest easier if I had something to calm my nerves...

Joe suddenly knew what he was looking for.

Sacramental wine. He wasn't even sure it was a thing in every church. He couldn't quite recall which string of Christianity used it in services, or where it might be stored. But then, to his surprise and delight, he found a half-drunk bottle of whiskey hidden beneath one of the pews. He couldn't help laughing to himself. He imagined some old man with a handkerchief in his breast pocket, sneaking into church and storing it beneath the bench for when the service lagged a little. He imagined the man would roll his eyes as the congregation sang Amazing Grace, reaching for his drink and taking a sip. Joe knew that was ludicrous, but it was the first happy thought he'd had all day.

Outside, a hailstorm began. It seemed to stir the rotters from wherever they'd been hiding. Joe could hear them squelching across the sodden graveyard. He took his first sip of the bitter whiskey and hoped it might numb him to the world outside. The first sips were painful. Joe had never drank whiskey as a starter drink. He usually only tasted it after he'd had a few beers. It was like fire in his throat, and he coughed several times, trying to expel the taste. But the more he drank, the more it grew on him. It took on a warm quality.

The smell from his hands began to fade. Or maybe Joe was fading. He wasn't sure. The more he drank, the less present he felt. He was drunk, and without a sweaty club or pub to distract him from the fact, it was an oddly empty feeling. He hadn't been drunk in a long time. He took himself back to evenings out in dark pubs with his old friends. He wondered about them from time to time. They'd all gone off to university. They left him behind in that dank old house to care for his grandmother. And now she was gone too. Everyone was gone. It was just him. Him, a group of rotters, and a bottle of whiskey to get him through the night. The weight of the bottle had decreased, and when he held it at arm's length, he realized he'd drank almost the whole thing.

He screwed up his eyes and squinted to the bottom of the bottle where the dregs of amber liquid were sloshing against the glass. He could hear rotters clamoring at the door, the wood threatening to give a little more with each feeble punch against it. Joe's eyes clouded with tears.

So this is what rock bottom looks like.


Chapter Six

The farm had fallen into an uneasy kind of routine. Ginge had insisted that everyone keep up with the running of the farm - they couldn’t afford to let the cows starve while they mourned their dead, and there was always something to do. It was a good distraction too - it gave everyone a purpose. Being responsible for the farm and her siblings after Warren died had carried her through that grief. With the new arrivals on the farm helping out, things were running surprisingly smoothly. But the dark reminder of what was to come hung over them all.

As Rori recovered from his bite, Luke continued to monitor his progress. Meanwhile, Fletcher and his friends kept to themselves, finding quiet ways to mourn the loss of Will in their own ways. Sadie could often be found, alone in her thoughts by the oak tree, often watched by a worried Zoe who tried her best not to be overbearing. Patrick tried to remain upbeat, but even he seemed worn down by loss, the usual spring in his step and easy smile lost. The world kept turning without Will, without Ava, without Joe, who was nowhere to be found. When Luke had informed Ginge about him leaving, she’d decided to keep it on the down low as much as possible. The last thing they needed was another thing to worry about. And Ginge did worry about him, on his own out there. It brought another stab of loss to an already dwindling, dispirited group. But as much as she missed having him around, she respected that he’d made his decision. She didn’t have the time to chase up another loose end. The Piggy Man was their priority now.

Ginge arrived at the farm meeting in the kitchen to find everyone planning to attend was already there. Eliza and Luke had been appointed as the heads of the mission, given that they’d both faced the Piggy Man before and knew the layout of the supermarket. Ginge had asked Cara and Poppy to come along, knowing that they wouldn’t be going to the supermarket. Still, it was important that they knew what would be going on.

Fletcher and Zoe were attending the meeting too. Ginge supposed they were the spokesmen for their group. Fletcher had seen better days, a haunted look in his eyes, but he patiently waited for the discussion to begin. When Ginge sat down, Luke wasted no time at all in getting started with the meeting.

“So. Our squad for the trip to the supermarket - so far it’s myself, Ginge, Heidi, Eliza, Cassie, Sam and Jam,” Luke listed off. “Joe should be with us, but since he’s taken it upon himself to take a little gap year, we’ll manage without him. Rori is out of commission, obviously. I suppose he can keep an eye on the farm if nothing else.”

Tomas coughed quietly, his cheeks going red when everyone turned to look at him. “I would like to help,” he said, his eyes on Ginge. “If you will have me. You have taken me in, and I want to thank you.”

Warmth spread in Ginge’s chest. She couldn’t help having a soft spot for Tomas, so far from home and everything that he knew, though still trying to fit in. She’d heard him teaching Hannah and Billy some Spanish phrases during quieter afternoons on the farm, and she wondered if some day they might get to see the world. Maybe Tomas would take them to see his home in Spain.

Luke nodded. “Thank you, Tomas. Gus, what about you?”

Gus opened his mouth to speak, but Ginge stepped in quickly. The Piggy Man wasn’t really Gus’ fight to take on, and Ginge could still see the fragile cracks that Gus was trying to tape up in himself. Truthfully, Ginge feared he would be more of a hindrance than a help.

“We need some people to stay back here, Luke,” Ginge said. “We can’t send everyone out to hunt him down and leave this place unprotected.” She didn’t want to add that though they were planning for a swift assassination, anything could happen to them out on the road. What if they were gone for days? There needed to be enough hands to keep the place running. Gus smiled gratefully at her.

“Poppy and I can keep things running while you’re gone,” Cara said, her chin titled upward. Ginge smiled. She was proud of how far her sister had come. From a surly teenager to a responsible, reliable young woman, she now felt comfortable leaving the kids in her hands. She had no doubt that she was up to the task of head of the house in Ginge’s absence.

“Well, if Ginge is happy, so am I,” Luke said. He turned to Fletcher. “I take it you and your friends won’t be coming?”

Fletcher looked uncomfortable at the question.

“I feel like this is your fight,” he said. “We don’t know what we walked into here…but we just lost one of ours going out to the hospital. I don’t think we’re ready to head out again.” He held up his bandaged hands, where blood was seeping through some of the white gauze. “Besides, I’m not sure how much use I would be with these.”

“I could use Patrick and Zoe here anyway,” Poppy said quickly. “I’m a little out of my depth with taking care of Rori.”

“Fair,” Luke said curtly, though Ginge suspected he was hoping to snare some of their better fighters for the trip. “I suppose we need some fighters left behind to keep guard here. You’ll do just fine. Though I don’t anticipate any issues. Maybe a few rotters here and there. But you know all of the safety protocols, right?”

“Right,” Zoe said firmly. “In case of a horde, the drawbridge over the pit can be pulled away. Fireworks stationed at every checkpoint on the farm to be used as emergency flares. In the worst case scenario, if we can’t evacuate in time, the attic is the designated safe zone.”

“And the golden rule?”

“No one goes out alone,” Poppy said with a tired sigh. “We know. We have some sense, Luke.”

“Seeing is believing,” Luke said bluntly. Poppy rolled her eyes, her cheeks a deep red color. Ginge tutted.

“Don’t be an arsehole, Luke. I trust them completely,” Ginge said firmly. Cara’s chin raised and she met her sister’s eyes with a smile that made her heart warm. When had she gotten so grown up? Ginge wondered if this was how her mother had felt watching them get older. So proud, and yet so sad that everything had to change.

“What’s the plan for the supermarket?” Ginge asked, tearing her eyes away from her sister before she got choked up.

“I don’t think we can plan too much for this trip. The Piggy Man is a behemoth threat, but he’s also only one man,” Eliza said, a slight tremble in her voice. “He can’t be in two places at once. There are more of us this time. I don’t see where we can go wrong. We’ll take two cars and stick together. There’s no sense in us splitting up, it only makes us vulnerable. And then we’ll…we’ll find him.”

“And kill him,” Luke said. “By any means necessary.”

Eliza swallowed, shifting uncomfortably. “Yeah. That.”

Ginge took a deep sigh, feeling once again the weight of what was required of them. She’d never shown fear in the face of a challenge before, but this was different. Killing a man wasn’t the same as taking down the rotters. It was a shared feeling, though none of them wanted to address it out loud. Talking about it would humanize him too much, even if he’d made them all feel like slabs of meat.

“We can’t afford to be hesitant,” Ginge said quietly. She looked from one somber face to another. “We’re going there with the intention of ending his life. We’re doing it so that he can’t do it to anyone else. We don’t have the luxury of someone to do it for us, or a way to do this without bloodshed. When we see him, whoever gets the chance…they need to kill him.”

Eliza nodded bleakly. “Before he kills us.”

Freddie looked out over the yard, her eyes lingering on Will’s freshly dug grave. She was glad they’d had a chance to say goodbye properly to him. It was something that they’d never done for Hunter. Not that Freddie minded - she grieved and remembered him in her own way. She felt his disdain every time she lit up a cigarette. Every time her leg throbbed in pain, the ghost of her old injury, she thought of the boy who had physically carried her to safety. The boy who had done everything that he could so she would survive.

If Freddie were being honest with herself, it had been hard to turn down Sadie’s offer of leaving the farm. She felt as thought they’d jumped out of the frying pan at The Fortress, and straight into the fire at the farm. She didn’t feel completely at ease, though she told herself it hadn’t been long, to give it time. She was trying to lend herself more to being helpful, hoping that getting stuck in would bring her closer to their new companions. They were nice and welcoming enough, but everyone had already established their own little cliques. It felt like being a new character in a long-running television series. The person that Freddie was drawn to the most was Sam, but she was hardly ever around, so Freddie had abandoned any attempt at getting to know the girl who was so adamant at keeping everyone at arm’s length. And Freddie didn’t know why, but things felt fraught with Charlie. They had been close, once, but since Hunter had died, she felt Charlie pulling away.

Freddie tucked the blanket around her knees, rubbing her hands together for warmth. She was on watch with Zoe, who had ducked inside to make them both a warm drink with whatever ingredients that she could find. Freddie had offered to do it, but the cold sometimes caused her injury to seize, and even in the sun, it was still a bitter spring.

When she heard the front door open, she turned around, expecting to see Zoe. But it was Charlie who emerged onto the patio, a small smile playing at his lips, like the silent ghost of a secret joke.

“Charlie? He’s a bit…preoccupied of late, isn’t he? He’s hanging around with that Gus kid? He follows him around like a shadow.”

Sadie’s words rang suddenly in Freddie’s head, and she felt a stab of anger seeing Charlie relishing in whatever secret bliss he wasn’t sharing with her. She hadn’t realized how much their drifting apart had affected her until someone else had said it aloud.

“Hey, Freddie,” Charlie greeted her. Was Freddie imagining it, or had the smile dropped ever so slightly from his lips? Charlie didn’t even pause, didn’t even stop to chat to her as he rounded the house. Where was the Charlie who had kept her company when she had been bed-bound? Who had played cards with her late into the night?

“Hey?” Freddie snapped before she could stop herself. “That’s all I get from you these days?”

Charlie stopped, and spun around to face her. His brow was furrowed, his expression confused. “Umm, what’s up?”

“Oh, forget it,” Freddie muttered. “You’re probably going to find your boyfriend.”

Charlie’s face was stoic. “If you’re talking about Gus, he’s not my boyfriend.”

Freddie looked away, feigning nonchalance. Charlie hesitated, clearly torn between walking away and staying to chat things out. He shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, looking down at the grass.

“What’s going on, Freddie?” he asked finally, sliding his hands into his pockets. He took a tentative step towards the patio where she sat.

Freddie let out a laugh, shaking her head slowly. “You wouldn’t know.”

“That’s why I’m asking.”

“You wouldn’t know,” Freddie repeated. “Because you never speak to me anymore. We used to be tight, Charlie. What happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

“Yes, it has,” Freddie argued. She gestured with her hands. “We lost Will two days ago! We haven’t even spoken about it, Charlie! I don’t know how you feel. I waited for you to come to me, for us to talk about it, but you haven’t said a word to me. It’s like…” Freddie trailed off, afraid that once the words were out, there was no talking them back. “It’s like you’re trying to avoid me.”

She let the words sink in. Charlie’s shoulders drooped.

“I look for you, Charlie, to talk to you, to see how you’re doing. But ever since we got here…I feel like I can’t find you. I thought…I thought we were friends.”

“We are friends, Freddie,” Charlie said quietly.

“It doesn’t feel like it.” Freddie sniffed. “Friends let each other in, Charlie. Whatever you’re going through, you certainly aren’t letting me in on it.”

“What do you want me to say? We both lost someone.”

“Well, we never talk about it.” Freddie kept Charlie’s gaze. She sensed that they both knew this was something bigger; that the person they were referring to wasn’t Will, but Hunter. “We’ve never spoken about him, Charlie. It’s like he never existed.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Anything!” Freddie said shrilly. Ignoring the pain in her leg, Freddie stood up. The blanket fell to the patio as she hobbled towards Charlie. She felt angry. She knew that she was looking for an argument, but she didn’t care. She needed an outlet. “We never speak about Hunter!”

“Well maybe that’s because it’s my fault!” Charlie shouted back. “It’s my fault he’s dead, Freddie! If he hadn’t been trying so hard to protect me, maybe he would be here today and not me. And I wish every day that was the case. Don’t you?”

“Of course not!”

“Yeah, well I would. If I were you.”

“But I’ve never blamed you for what happened to Hunter!”

“Then what, Freddie? Why are you so angry with me?”

“Because I want my friend back!” Freddie cried, surprised at how her voice choked. “I needed you, Charlie, and you weren’t there! I lost him, and I lost you. I know you feel guilty, but you don’t even talk to me about it!”

“Guys!” Zoe shouted from the patio. She’d just emerged from the house with two steaming mugs, and was looking between the pair with confusion. “Let’s maybe calm down?”

Freddie ignored her. She’d started now, and she meant to go on.

“I miss you! You can’t change what happened to Hunter, but I’m still here! I needed you Charlie - I still need you - and you weren’t there. You aren’t here.” She took a pause for breath. She thought she’d regret her next words, but there was no stopping them. “Or maybe it was only transactional to you. Maybe you only wanted anything to do with me when I was helping you.”

“Freddie, you know that’s not true-”

“Do I? Because ever since we left The Fortress, things have been different. We had months out there together, which should have brought us closer. But you pushed me away. And I thought it might be a you thing. But the second we get here, you find someone new to open up to-”

“If you’re jealous of Gus-”

“I’m not jealous of Gus!” Freddie shouted loudly. She bit down on her lip. She really hoped that Gus hadn’t heard that. She wasn’t angry at him - he seemed like a good kid. Troubled, maybe; haunted, most definitely. She didn’t begrudge Charlie trying to fit in, but why did that mean pushing her out? “I just…thought I meant more to you than that.”

“You do.”

“Sure doesn’t feel like it.”

Before Charlie could reply, Freddie turned and walked away from him. She knew it was probably childish, but she’d said what she needed to say. Her anger hadn’t dissipated; if anything, it raged even stronger.

“Freddie!” Zoe called after her, but Freddie ignored her cries. She stormed across the yard to the barn. She flung the door open and marched in, clambering up the rickety ladder. The sound had awoken Sadie, who poked her head blearily out of her sleeping bag. Freddie grabbed her rucksack hastily, stuffing things inside.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Sadie yawned.

“You were right,” Freddie said. “It’s time for us to go.”

Sadie didn’t argue. She got up slowly and packed her things once again. The girls stood opposite each other, waiting for someone to say something. Maybe Freddie was partly hoping that Sadie would talk her out of it.

She didn’t.

“Are we coming back?” Sadie asked.

Freddie didn’t answer.

In silence, the pair of them left the barn.


Chapter Seven

Ginge was standing in Joe's workshop, having just sharpened her final knife. She had three attached to her belt, sheathed in leather pouches that Poppy had fashioned. Nothing felt good about the fact that she was going to have to use the knives on a person. Not some undead creature, but an actual real, living person. She didn’t even feel right about killing someone as horrific as the Piggy Man. But she had gotten used to the feeling that she was about to do something bad. The ability to make hard choices and get on with it was what kept her alive. It kept her family alive too, and that was even more important to Ginge.

Ginge heard the creak of a floorboard behind her and whipped around, her heart seizing in horror. She half expected to see the Piggy Man there with a meat cleaver in his hand, ready to strike. But it was only Sam. Ginge let out a sigh of relief, but she still felt on edge. After all, Sam was a ticking time bomb. Ginge had been in her shoes, which is why she found it so easy to spot in the other young woman. Sam approached Ginge in her quiet way, removing her own knife and proceeding to sharpen it.

“I haven't seen Joe in a while,” Sam said quietly. She said it like a passing comment, but Ginge knew there was an underlying question. She was surprised to hear Sam speak. Since Ava's death, she had been pretty much silent. She didn’t want to admit out loud what Luke had whispered to Ginge earlier that day - that Joe had taken off on his own. Ginge had been saddened to hear about it, but also fully aware that they all had bigger problems to face. She hoped he would return, but she also hoped that they would get through the next day alive. One issue seemed much more urgent than the other.

“I'm sure he's around,” she said carefully.

Sam didn't look up, but her face was creased in something that looked like worry.

“I think he's avoiding me.”

Ginge cleared her throat uncomfortably.

“I thought you were avoiding him?”

Sam sighed, putting her knife back on her belt. “I was.”

“But not anymore?”

Sam chewed her lip, avoiding Ginge's eyes. “I really don't know. I don’t think I’ve ever been less sure of myself than in these last few days.”

Ginge hesitated for a moment before putting a hand on Sam's shoulder. Sam flinched, surprised at the contact, but she didn't move away completely. She searched Ginge's face, waiting for the advice she knew she was about to receive.

“We can spend a lot of time giving over to anger,” Ginge said gently. “But it only takes a second to die. We’ve seen that in these past few days. Don't waste time on what can't be changed. Because once you lose someone for good, you'll regret all those moments you lost.”

“I'm coming with you.”

“Over my dead body.”

Rori raced after Heidi, who was going to retrieve her bow and arrows from the weapons shed. Heidi, who didn't like to move quickly at the best of times, was already a little breathless. She knew she couldn't outpace Rori for very long, but she was trying.

“I'm a fighter too.”

Heidi rolled her eyes as she fiddled with the padlock to the shed. “I know. And we need some fighters left on the farm while we’re at the supermarket. You're the safest bet. Especially now that Joe has decided to do a disappearing act.”

“That's just another way of saying I'm of no use to you.”

“Are you really so insecure, Rori? You know you’re a good fighter. Better than me, certainly. But it's not about that right now, Rori. You're precious cargo now. We need you alive.”

“Precious cargo?”

“Sorry. Luke’s words, not mine. We need you alive in case, somewhere down the line, you might be able to save others with your blood. You’re too useful to risk out there, even if I wish you could be with me. Does that answer satisfy you, my darling? Sorry if that doesn't sound romantic to you.”

“I'm not going to end up dead. I can handle myself. I'm serious about coming.”

“And I'm serious about you staying here.”

“What happened to this being a partnership? You and me against the world?”

Heidi pointed one of her arrows at him sternly.

“Listen to me right this second, Rori. We are always in this together. I’ve got your back, and you’ve got mine. But if you try and come with us I’m going to lose my mind. Never mind what Luke says, or what you think. You nearly died a few days ago, and I think that’s reason enough to want to wrap you in cotton wool for a bit. You will literally have to cut me down before I let you go.”

“Don't tempt me,” Rori muttered, only seemingly half-joking. Heidi handed the padlock to Rori, disappearing into the dark shed.

“Look, there's already a huge group of us going. It’s probably overkill. Too many cooks spoil the broth and all that…”

“So swap me in for someone else.”

“Rori…”

“I feel bloody useless staying here. What am I meant to do? Play peek-a-boo with Hannah and Billy?”

“Rori, this discussion is over. You're not going.”

Heidi emerged from the shed, looking a little red in the face. Rori could feel his frustration rising. He knew something like this would never have bothered him before he was bitten, but now, he could literally feel heat coursing through his veins. His anger only grew when he asked himself what he did to deserve all of this, and it spurred him to keep arguing.

“Since when do you dictate my life?”

“Since I gave a shit about you. Since I decided I don't fancy watching you almost die again,” Heidi said, refusing to look Rori in the eye. Rori's hand reached to grab her wrist as she continued walking, but he stopped himself, taking a deep breath. He would never do that. He would never want to hurt her. But he didn't feel completely in control anymore. The part of him that wanted to grab her wasn't a part he recognised. I should be out there, he thought now, I'm ruthless.

“I can handle going out there. I can handle the risk,” Rori said, jogging to keep pace with Heidi again. She stopped in her tracks, glaring up at him.

“What if I can't handle it? Did you ever think of that?” Heidi snapped. Rori took a step back from her. She was moody at the best of times, but she had never shouted at him. He felt offended for a moment until he saw the tears welling her eyes.

“I'm not trying to demean you. I want to know that you're safe,” she said, her lip trembling. “Don't you think I've been through enough these past few days? I’m going because I need to have my sister’s back out there. I don’t want her facing the Piggy Man again without me. If it wasn’t for that, I’d be staying right here with you. It’s not like we’re going to a party you’re not invited to, Rori. Can’t you just stay here? If you don't do it for yourself, do it for me.”

With that, Heidi's face hardened, and she stormed off towards the house. Quietly, Rori trailed behind her.

“You going to be okay staying here?”

Cassie was standing on the patio with Fletcher, keeping watch while the rest of the group prepared for their trip to the supermarket. Cassie could feel the familiar knot in her stomach that came when she was scared. The Piggy Man was a terrifying concept. But still, so was leaving behind her brother. It was the first time since their reunion that they would be separated properly. She wasn't afraid for herself. She was scared for Fletcher.

“I'm fine,” Fletcher said gruffly, in a way that Cassie considered not to be fine at all. She ruffled his hair and he ducked away from her hand, smiling a little. He pulled his sister in for a hug. “Stop worrying. We've got bigger problems than me having a rough day.”

Cassie’s heart ached at his dismissal. How had he learned to become so tough over the last few months?

“Don't be silly. You just lost a friend.”

“You lost Ava too. At least you can do something about it all.” Fletcher hung his head and Cassie clutched him tighter, suddenly aware of how broken her little brother felt in her arms.

“You tried to save Will. It was out of your hands. Rori tried too…”

Fletcher nodded. “I know. That's why I'll be fine. I’ll get there. It's just a part of this shitty life that we have to deal with.”

Cassie had no idea what to say. Fletcher wasn't the same person he used to be. Never again would he be the carefree boy who collected Lego sets and stayed up to read comic books after everyone went to sleep. He’d never again be the kid who dressed up as his favorite superhero to fight imaginary bad guys. Now, he was a tough teenager who couldn’t - wouldn't - allow himself to grieve. Cassie couldn't decide if she was glad he could handle himself, or sad that she'd never see the brother she knew again.

“Look,” Cassie said. “I just wanted to say…I’m sorry. I didn’t expect for any of this to happen with your coming here. I didn’t mean to bring you right into danger.”

“Aren’t we always in danger now?”

“That’s true. But this feels like…exceptional danger. Maybe you’d have been safer away from here,” Cassie admitted.

“Cassie, I’ve been waiting to find you this whole time. I’m not giving that up now. I just…I need you to come back, okay? Don’t go somewhere if you can’t promise you’ll come back. That’s all I ask.”

“Of course I will,” Cassie promised. Their losses over the past days - and near misses, in Rori’s case - had made her realize that her survival was more than just about herself. Her survival was entwined with her friends; with her girlfriend; and now, with her brother. And that drove her more than anything.

Cassie heard a polite cough behind them, and saw that Patrick had stepped out onto the patio. He looked rather sheepish and - Cassie’s heart jolted - very worried. What more could possibly be going wrong?

“Sorry to interrupt,” Patrick apologized. “But…Sadie and Freddie are gone.”

“Gone?” Fletcher asked. His eyebrows creased. “What do you mean, gone?”

“Are you sure they aren’t just on patrol?” Cassie stepped in swiftly, trying to diffuse any panic.

Patrick shook his head. “Tomas and Gus are due on patrol.”

“Maybe they’ve just gone for a walk around the farm…to clear their heads,” Cassie suggested. A horrible knot of anxiety had formed in her chest. It felt as though they were in an unstoppable whirlwind of events.

“You don’t think,” Fletcher whispered, his eyes wide. “The Piggy Man…?”

“No,” Patrick said quickly. “That’s the thing. All of their stuff…that’s gone too.”

“What stuff?”

“Their sleeping bags, rucksacks…the lot. It’s all gone.”

Cassie could see the confusion, fear and hurt in her brother’s eyes. He had lost one friend already. Cassie didn’t want him going through that again.

“Was there a note or anything?” Cassie asked gently.

Patrick shook his head. “I looked for one, but couldn’t find anything. I wondered whether they might have told someone if they were going to leave the farm…I’m going to ask Zoe now. If anyone knows what’s going on, it’ll be her.”

“But why,” Fletcher started. His voice wobbled, and he cleared his throat before continuing, “Why would they leave…without saying goodbye?”

Patrick’s shoulder slumped. “I don’t know, mate.”

“We should look for them,” Fletcher said determinedly. He turned to look out over the yard. “If they’ve just gone, we might be able to catch up to them. They won’t have got far. We can bring them home.”

Cassie met Patrick’s eyes. They were both thinking the same thing.

“We can’t do that, Fletcher,” Patrick said.

“Why not?”

“If they want to leave, that’s their choice. They know where we are if they want to come back. And maybe they will…but we can’t spare anyone to go out there looking. Not with everything else going on. We’re needed here, Fletcher. They could be…well, they could be anywhere now.”

“We’ll keep a lookout,” Cassie added, trying to lift her brother’s spirits. Fletcher was looking down at the patio, dragging the toe of his trainer over the floor. She thought his head was bowed so that she wouldn’t see him cry. “When we leave for the supermarket, we’ll see if we can spot them.”

It was meant to comfort Fletcher, implying that they might catch Freddie and Sadie on the road, but Cassie didn’t feel confident that they would. Like Patrick said, the two girls could be anywhere now.

“I’ve got to go get ready,” Cassie said apologetically as Luke motioned her back into the house. She pulled her brother in for a hug that he only half-heartedly returned, his shoulders slumped with dejection. She caught Patrick’s eye over his shoulder. “Look after him, will you?”

Patrick smiled sadly. “You never have to ask.”

The clamoring on the church door was only getting louder. Joe had no idea how many rotters had surrounded the building, but it wasn’t looking good for him. He realized now what a terrible idea it was to get drunk. For the second night in a row, he’d found himself at the bottom of a bottle. But now, as he sluggishly woke, he realized that his sanctuary couldn’t be permanent. Soon, the door would give way and he’d be forced to fight for his life again.

He stood up, but his actions were sluggish and slow. His vision was a few seconds behind his movements. He wondered if there was a way to get out without fighting through the rotters. It seemed improbable.

Joe told himself not to panic. He had been in worse scenarios. He could handle it if he was careful.

The wood on the door splintered and cracked. Joe saw a feral hand reach through, skin ripping from bone on the splintered wood. It was as if the hand were beckoning him, daring him to make his move. The growling of the creatures was louder now, teeth gnashing as they prepared themselves for their meal. Joe gripped his knife. He didn’t know how many he’d need to handle. But as he stumbled towards the door, he found that he didn't care. He just wanted them gone.

He swung the door open and watched the first rotter stumble in. There were more than he would have liked. Aside from the one that had lodged itself in the door, another ten or so were making their way inside. Joe backed himself down the aisle between the pews, hoping to lead them all inside. He forced himself to focus on the one at the front of the pack. It was once a man, now hobbling along on broken ankles, his gaze fixated on Joe's neck. The ones behind it were clumsier, falling over the bodies, but nothing was stopping Broken Ankles. Not even the click of his broken bones as he advanced toward Joe. Joe's heart was beating far too fast, sweat dripping down his face. As the final few filtered through the door, he adjusted his bag on his shoulder and ran around the edge of the church, praying he was fast enough to outsmart the rotters.

Hail pounded on his shoulders as he ran through the graveyard. More rotters were stumbling around in the dim morning light, but he paid them no mind. He kept running, having no idea where he was heading. His drunken eyes filtered out his surroundings. He had no sense of left or right, up or down. All he knew was the cold hail on his skin and his feet pounding on the hard ground.

He wasn't sure how long he ran for. Bile rose in his stomach from all the alcohol he’d drunk sloshing around, but he forced himself to keep going. Blank spaces formed in his mind where thoughts should be. But there was a moment where his heart thudded to a halt. Just for a moment. Joe told himself to stop. To think. Something felt off. And when he opened his eyes, he understood why.

He stood outside the supermarket. The place where he had first met the Piggy Man. The place where he'd almost died. And suddenly, Joe felt stone cold sober. He knew what his new purpose had to be. The only way he could redeem himself.

He was going to kill the Piggy Man.

It was time to leave, though no one wanted to go. Eliza least of all. She stood nervously to the side, waiting for the others to prepare. She had a horrible feeling about the day. Guilt and fear bubbled away in her stomach. After all, she knew better than most the dangers of the Piggy Man. She'd seen him up close. She'd fought him. She'd lured him to their home.

She didn't want to acknowledge that part. But the thought haunted her. She wondered if things would be different now if she had just died back at the supermarket. Or had the courage to kill the Piggy Man herself. She tried to imagine a little solo mission. She'd tell Joe and Luke to stay at the car. For their own safety. She'd return to the Piggy Man's meat locker. They'd fight to the death. She'd bleed out there, but so would he, and Ava would be saved. There would be no suicide mission going ahead right now. There would be time to focus on Rori getting better. But no. Instead, because of her, all her friends were putting their lives at risk to hunt a murderer.

Eliza had read a lot about epic battles, as any good history buff should have done. She'd studied everything from the Battle of Waterloo to the skirmishes at the Somme. She'd researched the Crusades and the War of the Roses. She'd even gotten stuck into the history of World War I, despite being more interested in less modern history. She knew how battles worked. She knew that they outnumbered the Piggy Man massively, whether they fought on home ground or at his lair. But she also knew that tactics could change the outcome of any battle. She knew a well-organized attack could destroy the enemy in seconds.

What if the Piggy Man had something up his sleeve too?

She was consumed by guilt. She knew the mission was well planned. She knew it should fall in their favor. But she couldn't help feeling like something might go wrong and that it'd be her fault.

She knew she shared the blame. Luke and Joe were a part of it too. But Joe was nowhere to be seen, and she knew Luke felt as terrible as she did. She spotted him by the front door to the house, talking seriously about something. On the outside, he looked calm. But as he turned towards her, she caught sight of the haunted look in his eyes. The slight tremor in his hands that he'd had since they came across the Piggy Man for the first time. The limp that remained from his severed toes. Things everyone else hadn't noticed or had chosen to ignore. He was meant to be the strong one. Eliza once believed she was strong too. But now, she looked at Luke and it was like looking in a mirror.

They were both a mess.

Eliza looked around at her friends for comfort. Cassie was saying a lengthy goodbye to Poppy. Heidi was arguing with Rori again. Ginge was giving Cara instructions about the kids. All three of them seemed to have it together. Eliza wondered how they handled it. Each of them had responsibilities for other people and burdens on their shoulders. Cassie and Heidi seemed like guardians for Poppy and Rori, some days. Ginge was a mother to all. How did they do it and still hold themselves together?

Sometimes, Eliza wished she had someone to look out for her exclusively. Or someone she could look out for. Either would do. She thought there could be comfort in either scenario. Luke and Joe didn’t count, in their shared guilt. And Heidi had to love her - it came with being a sibling. Even if Heidi tried Eliza’s patience at least once a day. There was Cassie and Ginge as well, but they had people other than Eliza to look out for. Eliza sighed, impatient to leave. She didn’t want to drag the whole miserable day on any longer than they had to.

As Heidi was turning away from Rori, she caught Eliza's eye. Her hand lingered on Rori’s arm for a second before she jogged over to Eliza. Now, her hand found her sister’s shoulder instead.

“You okay?”

She scowled and shrugged her sister off. “I'm fine.”

“Alright, grouchy, I was just trying to be nice.”

Eliza winced a little, suddenly feeling close to tears. Heidi, knowing the tells of her sister’s face well enough, went to pat her again, but thought better of it. She sighed, letting her hand drop to her side.

“It’s going to be okay, you know? One more day and this shit will be done with. Just one more day. We can stick together. It’ll be over before we know it.”

Eliza wavered before nodding solemnly. Heidi was right. One more day. A few hours, even. And it looked like she wasn’t on her own after all. She didn’t say thank you - her pride was still hurt by her twin trying to comfort her - but she did nod to Heidi. Heidi smiled a little. It was a language the pair of them understood. Niceties rarely left their lips, but the little things said all that needed to be said.

Ginge was calling everyone over to her, dividing the squad up into separate cars. She and Heidi bundled themselves into the back seat of Cassie’s parents’ car, Ginge riding shotgun up front with Cassie. Luke was taking Sam, Jam and Tomas. Before she knew what was happening, Cassie was pulling out of the yard behind and they were driving away from the farm.

“Why does something tell me that this is the last time we'll see the farm?” Eliza asked, glancing back out of her window at the place she called home. Heidi tutted, shifting in her seat next to Eliza and accidentally kicking her in the shins as she did so. Eliza scowled at her sister, making a fuss of rubbing the injury. Heidi rolled her eyes.

“Bundle of laughs, you are. Don’t be so morbid, we'll be back in a few hours.”

Cassie gave Eliza a more sympathetic glance in the rear view mirror. “It’s not going to be nice. But it’ll be okay. We’ve got this, I’m sure of it. Positive mental attitudes are needed right now.”

Eliza took a deep breath, nodding along. But the further away they got from the farm, the more her anxiety grew.

She prayed for a miracle.


Chapter Eight

One little piggie was going to the lake. Two little piggies were patrolling the farm. Three little piggies were heading for the barn. And two little piggies were already exactly where he wanted them, inside the house, oblivious to his presence.

The Piggy Man had waited long enough. He wanted to squish the little beasts to a pulp. Especially the little girl with the brown bob of hair. She had always been suspicious of him, always close to thwarting his plans since she’d caught him watching the house. But not this time. He watched as she went into the barn, hand in hand with her older sister, looking around her anxiously for trouble.

She'll never see me coming.

The Piggy Man was about to move from his place in the shadows when two more figures exited the house. He cursed quietly to himself as the two boys settled on the outdoor patio on deckchairs. He'd forgotten about the constant watchers outside the house. With half the group on a wild goose chase at the supermarket, he'd assumed he'd accounted for everyone. With the group growing all the time, it was hard to keep track of all the little piggies. But this mass kill had been months in the making. He might not get an opportunity this good again. He had to go through with his plans, even if there were risks involved. If everyone stuck to their usual schedules, then all would be well.

They'd all be dead by daylight.

The house was quiet with everyone out and about. It gave Zoe the creeps. She was busy cleaning the bathroom with Poppy, trying to take her mind off the group and their inevitable face-off with the Piggy Man. At least they will have the element of surprise, Zoe thought, The Piggy Man is dangerous. I hope they know what they’re doing.

Poppy was furiously scrubbing at the frosted glass window that she had already cleaned several times. Her face was screwed up in concentration and the window was squeaking with every jerky movement of her arm. It sounded like a pig squealing. Zoe shuddered, trying not to think too hard about it.

"Poppy, don't you think that's clean enough by now?"

Poppy's shoulders relaxed a little and she let out a long sigh.

"Sorry. I know I must look mad right now. But I just...I can't keep my head straight. I keep thinking about them all at the supermarket. And…and Cassie."

Zoe nodded in understanding. She was endlessly glad that Patrick, Fletcher and Charlie were still on the farm. Even if she didn’t know Sadie and Freddie’s whereabouts. Zoe swallowed. Since Patrick has passed on the news, she’d tried hard not to think about it. At least they were out of harm’s way right now. And they’d come back, surely? Once Freddie cooled down from the argument she’d had with Charlie. Yes, Zoe thought to herself, trying to believe it. They will come back.

"I know. And I know you're trying to distract yourself. But...I guess we could clean somewhere else? Actually create productivity out of our stress?"

Poppy managed a small smile. "A woman after my own heart. You're right. I'll get started on the kitchen if you don’t mind finishing up in here?”

“Sure. Not a problem.”

Poppy let out a heavy sigh. “Thanks for helping out. I’m sure this isn’t your idea of a fun evening."

“Oh, I don’t mind. A nurse’s mentality tends to lean toward keeping things clean and tidy. Sterile, in other words,” Zoe said warmly.

Zoe didn’t watch as Poppy left the room. She leaned over the bathtub and began to scrub it until she was satisfied it was pristine. She was about to follow Poppy into the kitchen when she felt something hit the back of her head, hard. Her face smacked the edge of the bath and she felt her nose snap. The last woozy thought she had as she was dragged from the bathroom was that her blood was staining the floor, undoing all of her hard work.

The sweaty hands that were pulling her were strong. She struggled against them, but she was far too dizzy. She sensed she was in the kitchen when her skin came in contact with cold floor tiles. She tried to see what was happening as her hands were jerked behind her back and bound tightly. She heard a muffled cry from beside her and saw that Poppy was trying to speak, but she too was tied up, her mouth gagged with a piece of cloth. Zoe tried to communicate, but her mouth didn't seem to be working. Maybe she hit her head harder than she thought...

It was becoming almost impossible to stay conscious. Zoe remembered something that Patrick once warned her about hitting your head - don't go to sleep. She didn't want to sleep. She wasn't ready.

But sleep took her anyway.

Gus and Charlie finally had the night to themselves. That was Gus' thought, anyway. He wasn't too worried about the group going to the supermarket - they outnumbered the Piggy Man massively, and they could all take care of themselves. He suspected the most he'd have to worry about that evening would be a few stray rotters. Feeling more comfortable than he should, he slid his hand into Charlie's as he looked out into the darkness. He sensed Charlie perking up beside him.

"So we hold hands now?"

Gus rolled his eyes, knowing Charlie wouldn't be able to see him do it in the darkness. The boy was like a damn puppy sometimes, always getting excited over the small things. But Gus had to admit that there was something about holding Charlie's hand in his that made his chest fill with warmth.

"I guess we do."

Charlie squeezed Gus' hand tight. "I like it. Keep up the good work, partner."

"Partner?"

"Partner in crime...partner in business...or perhaps...partner in life? Like, maybe a boyfriend?"

Gus' heart stopped. One second, he and Charlie were saying that taking it slow was fine with them both. And now, Charlie had decided to drop the B bomb? What was he thinking? It was all too fast for Gus. He was up for having some fun. Hell, Charlie had managed to pull him out of the black hole he’d been in since Quinn died, no question about it. But that didn't mean he was looking for a bloody boyfriend. As if he didn't have enough to worry about.

"Look, Charlie..."

Suddenly, Gus felt Charlie's hand being yanked from his with a strangled yelp. He looked up and saw a terrifying figure. A man in  a butcher's apron and a knife in his hands. But the worst part?

His face was covered by the head of a pig.

He had locked Charlie under his beefy arm, putting pressure on his windpipe. Gus leapt to his feet in horror, ready to screech, but the man calmly put a finger to the pig’s snout. And Gus understood then that if he squealed, they'd both be dead in an instant.

Charlie's eyes were wide. He tried to communicate with Gus, telling him to run without words. But when the Piggy Man gestured for Gus to follow, he did so without a word, trembling silently. Because despite his doubts about Charlie, he could never live with the knowledge that he was the reason Charlie died. If Charlie died, what else did he have to live for anyway?

Gus was led inside to the kitchen. There, he found Poppy and Zoe tied up beside each other. Poppy was conscious, her eyes darting frantically around the room. Zoe was slumped against Poppy's shoulder, her nose covered in blood and her eyes closed. Charlie was crying, but the Piggy Man forced him to his knees and tied his hands to Zoe's using thin rope. Gus considered running, but he knew what that would mean for his friends. He couldn’t leave them there, at the mercy of the Piggy Man. He could see the large butcher's knife that the Piggy Man had reattached to his belt. How much was he willing to risk? Could he snatch it from him and end it all here, now? Did it matter if he was killed in the skirmish, as long as his friends could live?

It was too late to consider it. While he'd stood blankly mulling it over, the Piggy Man had finished his job. He didn't even need to tell Gus what to do. He lowered himself slowly to sit beside Charlie, his knees quivering. The Piggy Man's beady eyes bore into his as he fixed a length of rope tightly around Gus' wrists. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to be gagged with a foul-tasting piece of cloth.

Hold tight, Quinn. I'll be with you soon.

Fletcher had a bad feeling that was resting inside him. He'd always been one to trust a gut instinct. When he was younger, he often had a strong sense of danger or mistrust before the death of a family member or in the lead up to a bad exam. He was often right about these feelings, though his parents had spent years trying to convince him that these feelings were coincidental with things that occurred.

"Do you think we should trust gut instincts?" Fletcher asked Patrick. They were patrolling the perimeter of the farm together and were planning to check in on The Fox while they were doing so. Fletcher had yet to meet the strange young boy properly yet since he always hid in his 'den' when he approached the pond. Still, he felt obliged to look in on him, especially with Sam away from the farm.

"Why do you ask?" Patrick replied. He'd adopted a smile that day like he used to wear, though Fletcher knew it was all about putting on a brave face. That beneath the smile, Patrick was still hurting for Will; hurting that Sadie and Freddie had decided to take their chances on their own.

"I'm worried something is going to go wrong."

"At the supermarket?"

"I don't know...just something. Anything."

Patrick slung an arm around his younger friend's shoulder. "Look, Fletch, it makes sense. After everything that has happened to us, it's natural to be worried. And yes, what they’re trying to pull off is dangerous. But at the end of the day, we sent our best fighters his way. He's outnumbered massively, no matter how big and terrifying he might be. So there's really no reason to be concerned. By this time tomorrow, everything will be back to normal. We'll be sipping tea on the patio, waiting for Poppy and Cara to finish up making dinner...a gut feeling is just anxiety attacking your body. But it's going to be alright. I'm here for you."

Fletcher felt his fear dissipate a little with his friend's arm wrapped around him. Patrick always knew the right thing to say. He couldn't help feeling grateful that Patrick had survived through it all, even as the rest of them dropped like flies. They continued their walk and with each step, Fletcher felt a little more at ease. And after spending so long cooped up in the town, it felt good to be in the countryside.

But as they grew closer to the lake, Patrick stopped, his ears pricking up. All of Fletcher's anxiety returned in a sudden wave. Patrick listened carefully.

"I think there's a rotter in the woods..."

Fletcher stood slightly behind his friend, peering over his shoulder. In the dark, it was almost impossible to tell if there was anything there, especially when the whole area had gone quiet. But his heart was palpitating as though the darkness was staring right back at him.

"Patrick, we should go..."

"We need to take it down, Fletcher. Otherwise, it's an issue for later."

"I don't think it's a-"

The shape in the trees came alive in an instant, running at the pair of them. Fletcher dropped his knife in horror. Surely, not a fast rotter? Patrick looked terrified, his knife shaking in his hand as he prepared to defend himself, but the figure plowed him down, the pair of them landing on the floor in a heap. Fletcher didn't think. He didn't rationalize. He turned on his heel and ran.

He could hear Patrick yelling for help, but adrenaline prevented him from looking back. As far as he was concerned, there was nothing he could do for his friend. The creature that had pounced was bigger than both of them put together, built like a house. Fletcher's only chance was to keep running and hope he was faster than the lumbering creature behind him.

Fletcher's feet pounded so hard on the ground that he thought his legs might snap. With the wind whistling in his ears, he couldn't tell if he was being followed. He turned his head slightly to try and gauge what was behind him and ended up going flying, landing hard on his arm in the dirt. He was dizzy from the impact with the ground, and when he tried to stand, he realized that putting any weight on his arm sent him into agonizing pain. He told himself to push through it - it's only pain, it's only pain - but he couldn't stand. As a hand grappled around his ankle and started to pull him away, he realized it had all been for nothing. Abandoning Patrick to save his own skin has gotten him nowhere. Now, he was certain his friend was dead and he would join him shortly.

But he felt no teeth clamping around his skin. Just the wet grass beneath him as he was dragged back towards the house. He struggled against it, his good hand clawing at the dirt and trying to slow things down. Nothing he did helped.

For a moment, his leg dropped back to the ground and Fletcher managed to turn stiffly to see why. That's when he saw that his assailant was wearing a pig’s head and a butcher's apron. No, no, no, this isn’t right…Fletcher felt nauseous at the sight. Was this the man he'd heard so much about, here to finish the job he started so many months before?

Fletcher watched as the Piggy Man picked up a lifeless leg. He couldn't see very well, but he knew it must be Patrick's. The pressure around his ankle returned and suddenly, both boys were being dragged off to their fate. In the brief light given by the moon, Fletcher saw that Patrick's face was covered in blood and several of his teeth were missing. And then slowly, his eyelids fluttered open.

"You...you...left...me..." Patrick croaked out. It was like a stab to Fletcher's heart. He'd let his best friend down.

For a moment, he wished he was already dead.

The Fox had heard the cries just outside his territory. Of course he had - his hearing was impeccable. He tried to convince himself that it was just a fluke. It was one of the farm dwellers having a close shave with a rotter and then moving on happily. No one was hurt. No one was coming to get him.

Except he knew something was wrong. He just knew. The farm was practically clear of rotters since the last big attack, which meant anything that was causing issues for the farm was in the form of a human. Since Hannah mentioned the man she called The Piggy Man, he'd been having trouble sleeping. What if he came for him?

He’d ignored Luke’s rules about curfew and staying at the house and disappeared back to his island the moment the cars left the farm. As far as he was concerned, nothing could hurt him on his little island, but the same couldn't be said for his comrades. He was afraid for them, but each time he plucked up the courage to get in his little boat and head back to shore, he stopped himself. Because the moment he did, he would be in danger too.

Even when he saw an unfamiliar figure dragging two bodies through the trees, he didn't move. Even when the cries persisted, he stayed put. He didn't feel like The Fox anymore. He felt like a little boy. He felt afraid.

And so he did nothing.


Chapter Nine

Ross was determined to make his comeback. Killing Harry simply hadn't been enough to satiate the anger that was building inside him. Ever since the virus had entered his veins, he felt so much more frustrated than before, and that was saying something. He couldn't stand being contained by the walls of the school anymore. He had places to be.

People to kill.

It felt good to admit to himself who he was now. Maybe once he would have hesitated, held back his impulses. But not anymore. The moment when Danielle had disobeyed him had taught him that he had changed beyond anything he had expected. A girl like her would’ve had him on his knees once. Now, he craved something else so much more. Violence. Blood. Death. He wanted to crush her, but the feeling extended to everyone and anyone.

He needed to kill.

He needed blood on his hands. He needed to savor that moment when a life force was ripped out of a person's body. He needed an escape from the boredom, and he needed an opportunity to show he still had guts.

But what was his business? In his crazed state, it was hard to figure it out. Part of him knew that he was aimless, wandering around looking for purpose and hurting anyone that got in his way. For a long while, he’d found satisfaction at the school. But maybe now he needed to look further afield. He licked his lips. He tasted blood, a familiar taste to him now. For a while now, each time he coughed, flecks of blood hacked up. It was something he tried not to worry about, but it plagued him now. Was there something really wrong with him? Was he running out of time, just like everyone else who got themselves bitten had?

He expected fear to flood his heart, but he only felt spurred on. If his body clock was ticking away, then there wasn’t much time to do the things he needed to. Maybe he needed to speed up his plans a little. But in the meantime, some time spent away from the school would do him good. A small squad would suit him fine - Finn, Danielle and Daisy. But it wouldn’t be a mission without Deborah.

She had proved herself back at the swimming pool. She might be a little difficult to handle at times, but she was always obedient in the end. All this time, she’d been at his side, proving over and over again why he was drawn to her in the first place. He went looking for her right away, blood rushing in his ears. He found her eventually, pacing on the barricade outside. She looked a little surprised to see him.

"Get your gear, we're headed out."

Deborah twitched. She looked a little anxious, but she didn’t protest.

"Where to?"

Ross smiled. “We’re going on a hunt.”

Joe had fallen over more times than he could count. Now he was wishing he hadn't drank quite so much. He didn't feel pain each time he fell down, he just bounced back up clumsily. But his sense of direction was pretty skewed, and he was struggling to form a plan in his drunken stupor. Alcohol clouded his head. He thought miserably of Sam. He knew he wanted to get back to the farm and help. The question was how?

Joe couldn't believe he'd left them all vulnerable. He knew that Sam could handle herself, but he'd seen the Piggy Man in action. He knew that he was clever, sneaky, calculated. It made sense to Joe now that he'd waited so long to make his attack. He wasn't going to go in unprepared. The farm wouldn't know what had hit them.

Joe wasn't sure where he was at this point. He'd lost his bearings in trying to escape the supermarket, and now he was just wandering around blindly. If he wasn't careful, he was going to be more of a hindrance than a help when he eventually made it to the farm. He stopped and stared around him, looking for any sense of familiarity, but the world was spinning so much that he couldn't focus on a single thing. In the darkness, that was even more terrifying.

Joe wondered if it was time to accept defeat. He would be dead by morning if he couldn't sober up. He'd get taken down by a rotter and end up as one of them. Hell, he was already walking like one, stumbling around here, there and everywhere. He closed his eyes and prayed for everything to stop moving so quickly.

He focused on Sam. He thought of her reluctant smile whenever he told one of his corny jokes. He imagined the warmth of her arms as she embraced him, welcoming him back to the farm. He concentrated on the idea of them fighting side by side to kill the Piggy Man. He convinced himself she would have to forgive him for all of his wrongdoings once he saved their lives, and everyone would be safe once again.

It was this that spurred him on. He decided he must follow his feet where they wanted to go and let them lead the way. He followed his heart and hoped it would end up with Sam.

Eliza's armpits were damp with sweat. It was hard to concentrate on the task ahead when terror was coursing through her veins. The others had made it seem so simple when they described the task ahead - find the Piggy Man and kill him. But she still remembered how it felt to be in his clutches. She remembered the Piggy Man's gloved hands over her mouth and his rancid breath on her face. For months, everything had reminded her of him. Whenever she heard the brakes on their car, all she heard was the part of that night where he sharpened his knives, ready to kill her. Each time her sister insisted she missed eating bacon, Eliza was horrifically reminded of the discarded pig's skin on the floor of the supermarket. She couldn't even bear to listen to Ginge teaching Billy nursery rhymes when so many of them included pigs.

She knew that was ridiculous. None of those things could hurt her. Only the man himself could do her harm. But the problem was that she was headed right for him. She didn't know if she could handle being in such close proximity to the man that nearly ended her life. She wondered if Luke felt the same, but he had been strangely quiet. She wished Joe was there to talk it over with, but his disappearance had left her feeling hollow.

The two cars pulled up in front of the darkened supermarket and Eliza’s stomach twisted so hard that she thought she might be sick.

“It’s going to be okay,” Cassie said gently as she killed the engine and met Eliza’s eyes again in the mirror. Eliza swallowed, feeling her hands shake.

"We don't know that," Eliza muttered. She knew they outnumbered the Piggy Man massively, but she never let her guard down anymore. She never allowed herself to believe that things might be okay. The day she did would be the day she wound up dead, and she wasn't in a hurry to die.

“We can’t sit around here waiting all day. I want to be in and out and home for supper,” Heidi said. Eliza rolled her eyes. She knew Heidi was putting on some of the bravado. Her sister was much more reckless than her, throwing herself into the action and only thinking of the consequences afterward, but she had always been the cautious one. She didn't trust her sister to know better when it came to survival.

"You’re right. It’s time to go in," Ginge said. Eliza swallowed. Her hands were so wet with sweat that she was scared she might drop her weapon. She was holding a makeshift sword that Joe had made her, and it had served her well so far, but when she looked down at it, it seemed almost like a child's toy. It was similar in weight to a toy sword she had as a kid, bought from the Jorvik Center in York so that she could play at being a Viking. Now, the thought made her blush. Was she really going to take on a fully grown man with a makeshift sword? It was one thing using it on the rotting corpses that they often came across, where their weapons could slice through skin like a knife through butter. But the Piggy Man was tall and strong.

She was certain they didn't stand a chance.

Eliza had no choice but to follow the others out of the car. The group gathered in the car park and Eliza sized them up. They were strong when they were all together. She edged herself closer to Ginge and Jam and felt a little better for it. They were the best melee fighters she knew, while Sam with her bow and arrows was a force to be reckoned with. She knew in theory, she should be safe in their company. But still, she couldn't be convinced of her own safety. Heidi and Cassie flanked Tomas, who now looked as though he regretted volunteering to help.

"Stick together, everyone," Luke insisted, pushing his glasses up his nose with a straight face. "The Piggy Man is smart. I'll bet he's ready for a fight at any point. We have a better chance if we stay together. No wandering off alone."

"Agreed," Sam said, her face like thunder. Eliza knew how much this meant to her - after all, the Piggy Man killed her best friend. "Heidi and I will stick to the sides of the group with our bows. Ginge and Jam can lead, with Eliza and Cassie bringing up the rear and keeping an eye out behind us. Tomas and Luke can keep to the center of the group. If we get a sighting of the Piggy Man, Heidi and I will fall back to take him from a distance while the rest of you surround him. Is everyone clear?"

Everyone nodded solemnly. It sounded like a good plan to Eliza - Sam was almost never wrong about formations - but it still didn't make her feel confident. She loathed the idea of being at the back of the group where she would have blind spots, but someone had to do it. Ginge clapped a hand on Eliza’s back.

"It's going to be alright. I'll make us a cup of tea when we get home. Something to look forward to."

Eliza forced a smile for Ginge’s sake and nodded, unable to speak for the fear of breaking down in tears. Heidi caught sight of her worried expression and opened her arms.

"Come on everyone. Bring it in. We need a group hug."

"Absolutely not," Luke said, taking a step back, but the others shuffled into a warming huddle, patting one another on the back and quietly wishing each of their friends good luck. It warmed Eliza's heart, but it only made the lump in her throat bigger.

"Alright, Jam, Ginge. Lead the way," Luke said quietly after a moment. They all fell into formation silently, marching to the emergency exit where they had last made their escape. Eliza walked closely to Cassie, glancing at the supermarket. It was still heavily overrun, so she got the sense that no one else had attempted to break in since they had. Other people have a lot more sense than we do, she thought.

Eliza could barely see over the top of Luke's head, so she watched behind her and hoped for the best. She winced at each of their footsteps on the metal fire escape

Luke opened the door and with a deep breath, he crept inside. Tomas placed a brick in front of it to prop it open and the others headed inside. Eliza's knees were wobbling a little, but she forced herself to stay calm. You can do this, she thought. You really can.

She stepped inside.

Ross had asked Deborah to drive, his mood too unpredictable to feel comfortable behind the wheel. They had been driving for around twenty minutes, and Ross was yet to see anything of interest for a hunt. They hadn't even seen many rotters, which confused Ross. Since when was there nothing on the streets to kill? Perhaps the rotters were dying out, he thought. Or maybe they were swarming elsewhere, gathering into a large group in the interest of surviving. Either way, it was unnerving. Ross preferred to be able to see his prey. He also preferred to be able to take them by surprise.

The energy in the car was quiet, but charged. Daisy and Finn were both itching for blood, which pleased Ross. He’d chosen his crew well. And when they found a target, he wouldn’t hesitate to get stuck in. It was about time they let loose a little.

Deborah cruised along the empty roads silently until something caught Ross's eye. He batted her arm with his hand.

"Stop here. Stop!"

"Why?"

"You see that? There are cars in that parking lot."

Deborah leaned over him to see what he was pointing at. The supermarket storefront came into focus. There were two cars parked side by side in the middle of the lot, and the store was otherwise empty. Deborah held her breath. Ross could tell she was reluctant, though he wasn't sure why. He snapped his fingers in front of her face impatiently.

"What's your problem?"

"There must be a reason people are avoiding it...it could be overrun," Deborah said weakly. Ross sighed.

"We're not wimps. Are we Daisy? Finn?”

“Hell no,” Daisy said with a toothy smile. Finn smirked.

“Fuck no.”

Ross turned to look Danielle in the eye. “Babe?”

She swallowed, her throat bobbing. He narrowed his eyes at her. What was with her? She was always the first to talk the talk about drawing blood, but lately, he had been feeling as though she had lost her shine.

“No,” she said weakly. Ross rolled his eyes, feeling irritable. He wouldn’t allow her to ruin his fun. He didn’t need her. He didn’t need any of them.

He needed blood.

“Just park up and let's go investigate. I want to see what’s here."

Deborah hesitated for one moment more. Then, she turned the wheel and entered the car park.

The smell of blood hit Eliza right away. She remembered it clearly, but it still didn't fail to horrify her. It seemed worse this time, more pungent if that was possible. Eliza wondered if the smell was from animal flesh or human. For the first time, she suspected she wouldn't mind coming across a few animal corpses. At least that way, she wasn't likely to see anyone she might know from their life before dead in a butcher's locker. Someone retched quietly - Eliza suspected Tomas - but otherwise, they were all silent.

They all listened hard, hoping to hear some sign of life, but there was nothing. Not a footstep, not a whisper, not even some heavier than usual breathing. It was so much worse than hearing a commotion. The silence was suffocating. It left them blind.

They crept quietly through the corridor together. It was dark inside so Luke got out his flashlight and guided the way. Eliza was sure it was a terrible idea - it would attract unnecessary attention - but it still felt better than being in the dark.

Onward they moved. Eliza’s knees wobbled as they passed through the room where the Piggy Man had held her and Luke captive. The sound of Luke’s past screams echoed in her ears, so much worse than the silence they now endured. They found a trail of butcher's knives, each of them covered in blood. Many of the rooms they passed were clogged up by flies buzzing around rotten corpses and limbs. Eliza tried not to look too long, hoping it would make it less real. There was no denying that he’d been there. But wherever they looked, there was no sign of the infamous Piggy Man.

Sam's breathing was getting louder in front of Eliza. She sensed that she was angry. She wanted more than any of them to find the bastard. Eliza was sure that the rest of them were hoping the exact opposite, even though they were the ones who had gone searching for him. But there was no sign of him. They even retraced their footsteps right back to the start of their journey from Christmas Eve, scanning the supermarket shop floor from the second floor for signs of living among the dead. They had no such luck.

"Something feels wrong," Eliza whispered as the group headed back into the darkness. "I think we need to go back. I don’t…I don’t think he’s here."

"We're not leaving until we find him," Sam said with determination, her teeth gritted. "You know what we came here to do. We can't just walk away."

"There are other places where we can look. I noticed a storeroom around the back of the shop," Luke said. "If he suspects we're coming, he might have moved base. We should look there. I'm turning off the flashlight, it exposes us too much."

Eliza felt nauseous, but she knew no one would listen to her fears. They were all scared. But they didn’t know the Piggy Man the way she did. The bad feeling in her stomach wasn’t going anywhere.

They all headed back down the fire escape, with Eliza and Cassie bringing up the rear. Her friend nudged her arm.

"There's more of us than of him," Cassie said softly. "Remember that."

"There were more of us than him last time too," Eliza whispered.

"Everyone wait," Jam suddenly declared, "I heard something out there..."

Eliza's heart was in her throat. They had reached the bottom of the stairs now and Jam was pointing out into the darkness. It was so dark without cars and streetlights that if a person wanted to stay concealed, they wouldn't need anything but the night sky to shroud them. And all too late, Eliza noticed that her friends were creeping apart in different directions, headed toward the footsteps they thought they could hear.

"Guys, stick together!" she squealed, grappling for Cassie in the dark to keep her close. Her hand connected with her arm and her friend flinched, biting her lip to stop a nervous cry escaping her. Eliza could see the issue already - they hadn't accounted for their own fear, and now it was breaking them apart. Slowly, but surely, they were spreading out and losing their formation.

"Guys, we need to-"

The shot in the dark ripped the night apart. It was so loud that Eliza physically stumbled back. And then she felt the sharp, insistent pain in her shoulder. She felt her skin heating up as though it was on fire. When her quivering hand moved to her shoulder, she felt the blood soaking her skin.

She dropped to the ground.

Ross didn't know if his shot had made any impact - his shot in the dark had been wild - but he had heard voices that were unfamiliar to him. He knew he only had a few seconds before there was a retaliation, but with the virus swimming through his veins, he felt a brief sense of euphoria. The fact that he might have killed someone filled him with a sick sort of joy. He laughed to himself, imagining that those ahead of him might be dead.

Someone cried out and two flashlights began to shine in the dark. Ross smiled and casually aimed again while Deborah hung back behind him. Danielle, Finn and Daisy threw themselves into the fight, wielding axes and bats.

As the fight began, Ross looked for his next victim. He saw a girl running at him, her face determined as ginger hair flew out behind her. Ross aimed right at her forehead, shooting calmly. She dodged the bullet just in time and he cursed, finally realizing what he’d started. Once the bullets ran dry, he’d be in trouble.

Two more figures ran through the dark as the flashlight finally fixated on Ross like a limelight. He didn't know if the group were heavily armed, or whether they had a shot at killing him too, but for a moment, it didn't even matter. He was getting the one thing he now desired. Danielle paled in comparison to the feeling of killing.

And he was getting better at it.

"You little shit!"

Ross blinked. A voice he recognized. He saw Heidi racing through the dark toward him. He aimed his gun at her, but as he shot, she dodged him and threw herself at him like an animal. She had no weapon he could see, but her fist began to pummel into his throat and he croaked in pain, dropping his gun. He used his remaining force to throw her from him, scrambling to his feet and kicking at her face. She took several kicks to the jaw before she rolled away, trying to get back on her feet. Ross rushed back to get his gun, searching for his allies, but Deborah was nowhere to be seen, and the others were fighting out of his line of sight. He whipped his head around, needing eyes on his people.

And that was when he saw Deborah disappearing into the surrounding trees.

He cursed. Deborah was no idiot. She’d taken an opportunity to run and she’d taken it. Ross raised his gun, aiming toward her in the darkness, but there was no telling where she’d disappeared to.

And that's when he first heard the snarls. There were rotters approaching in the darkness, alerted by the gunshots. He swore to himself, angry to have another distraction from the group. He couldn't believe his luck, running into the farm group once again. He hoped Tomas might be among them, maybe Gus if he had survived. He'd love to send them to their deaths with as much flourish as their friend Quinn.

But before that, he had to ensure he didn't die in the process.

Eliza had managed to shuffle out of the chaos enough to try and tend to her bleeding shoulder. She was in too much pain to even call out, and she could see through her tears that her friends were in enough trouble without her adding to it. She gritted her teeth, tears pouring from her eyes. She's read about how to tend to bullet wounds in her history books - she didn't mind the idea of getting a little medieval - but the pain was making it difficult to concentrate. To make matters worse, she could hear creatures in the dark sniffing her out, forcing her to stray further from the safety of her friends.

She had already determined that the bullet had passed straight through her; she could feel the ruined skin of an exit wound at the back of her shoulder. She reminded herself that it was a good thing. That she had a chance of surviving. Luke had mentioned a store room. She thought perhaps if she could get there, she could patch herself up. She didn't want to leave her friends behind, but she couldn't help them while she was in so much pain. And she couldn’t distract them from whatever fight they had found themselves in.

She managed to get to her feet, stumbling blindly in the direction she thought was right. She heard a third shot and winced. How many were dead? How many would be dead before the night was out? She begged silently for her friends to be okay. Cassie. Ginge. Heidi, even if they never saw eye to eye. Luke. There wasn't one person she could cope with losing, but those would hurt the most. She selfishly hoped they would make it through if the others couldn't. Would they feel the same about her? Would they come and find her, or was she on her own now?

She didn't look back. In the dark, she bumped against a wandering body and leaped away in horror, backing closer to the supermarket walls. She knew it must be a rotter and she wondered if it was following her, desperate for a taste of her warm, hot blood. She bent over and retched, vomiting all over the sides of the wall and on her shoes. Then, she forced herself to continue onward.

She felt along the wall, trying to ignore the sounds of battle in the distance. She was looking for a way into the building. She wasn't sure what she would find inside, but it couldn't be worse than what was out there.

Her good arm brushed a door and she heard it rattle quietly. Still gritting her teeth, she felt for the lock and the door swung open. It wasn't long after she'd managed to get it open that dizziness overtook her and she collapsed.

She managed to nudge the door closed again with a bang.  Her face pressed against the cold floor, sobering her a little. She had to find something to stop the bleeding, or she was going to die. You will die, Eliza. You will actually die. Get up. Get up now.

But her body didn't respond to her plea. She knew how bad it was. She knew that if she survived the bleeding, there would be possible infection to deal with, and a crippled arm to come to terms with. The reality was dawning on her. It wouldn't be like the movies. She was alone. She wasn't going to make the miraculous comeback that came with a happily-ever-after. She would bleed out alone in the dark.

She silently said goodbye to her friends, to the world she lived in, and closed her eyes.


Chapter Ten

Cassie could barely see what she was doing, left confused by the complete absence of light. She had no clue where her friends were, but she could hear weapons clashing in the dark. Three gunshots had now been fired, but she didn't know who had been hit. She felt a rush of relief as a hand grappled her arm with a tenderness that could only belong to one of her friends.

"Move," Ginge hissed in her ear, encouraging her toward the car.

"Not without the others," Cassie said firmly, pulling back. She'd left people behind before. She refused to do it again, even when they were literally in the middle of an ambush.

There was a loud cry in the distance. It sounded like one of the guys, but Cassie had no idea which. She shivered, feeling nauseous. She had a feeling they wouldn't all get out alive.

"Retreat!" Luke shouted from the near distance, his footsteps getting closer as he waved his flashlight wildly. It scanned over a body on the ground, too fast to see who it was. It moved then to Ross fighting off a bunch of rotters, and then finally to where Heidi was struggling to stand, weakened by the brutal attack she'd received. Sam appeared seemingly from nowhere, scooping Heidi up under the armpits and forcing her to run for the car. Cassie's head whipped around desperately.

"We're missing half the group...where's Eliza? Tomas? Jam?”

Luke shook his head. "Jam...one of the rotters got him. The others...I don't know."

The remaining few were stunned into silence. Cassie shook her head. Jam - so full of fun and laughter - was suddenly gone, torn apart by the dead. She felt sick at the thought of Eliza suffering the same fate and desperately searched in the dark for her lifelong friend. She had no luck.

"Hey! Over here, losers!"

Luke's torch shone directly at Ross. He was now standing among a pile of rotter corpses, grinning to himself as he held Tomas in a tight headlock. His gun was now pressed to Tomas's temple and he was red in the face, barely able to breathe. He struggled for a few moments, but when he began to see that it was pointless, he went almost limp beneath the crushing weight of the arm around his throat. Ross's veins pulsated with blackened blood, pushing out against his papery skin. He was alone now, his friends nowhere to be seen, but he still chilled Cassie to her core.

"I'm taking him," Ross hissed gleefully. "If you want to see him alive again, I suggest you come and find him soon. Otherwise, he's going to end up like your little pal Quinn."

With her eyes filled with fire, Ginge tried to storm toward Ross, but Cassie held her back. She knew that one wrong move would make Ross snap his neck and it would all be over for Tomas.

"Stand down," Luke said firmly. "You’re outnumbered. You’ve lost your entire team. I killed one of them myself. Two of them ran off like cowards.”

Ross blinked. “Two?”

“You're on your own. Let him go and we'll let you live."

Ross hesitated for a moment. But then he grinned. "But why would I stand down when I have the upper hand? I have something that you want. Where’s your bargaining chip now that you’ve killed my team? Besides, I’m doing you a favor, really. Tomas here betrayed me. He would do the same to you eventually. Let me take him off your hands.”

"Please, just let him go...." Cassie begged, tears falling freely down her cheeks. She'd grown tough in the past few months, but it seemed she was about to lose more than she could bear. Ross shook his head and smiled.

"We're going now. If you want him back, I think you should bring something worthy of a trade. Or someone. Someone I want dead, perhaps." He smiled pleasantly as though they were discussing the weather. "Now, I suggest you run before you become rotter feed."

Cassie whipped around and spotted a rotter ambling toward her. Knowing the battle for Tomas was lost, she lashed at the creature, but as Luke moved his torch, they saw that there were many more coming. Ross laughed as he ran off into the dark with Tomas struggling against his grip. His eyes caught Cassie's one final time, pleading silently for his life. But she couldn't save him.

Cassie couldn't breathe. Letting Tomas go was almost like signing his death certificate. What chance did they stand against him and whoever he had back at his base? She wanted to drop to her knees and cry, but she knew that was out of the question. Survival always came first. Emotions came second.

She pulled herself together and got stuck into the fight with the rotters, hoping she might see Eliza somewhere along the way. There was no such luck. Slashing through the dead gave her no satisfaction, no relief from her anger and upset. She just wanted her friends to be all back together, each of them safe and sound. Eliza had been right to have doubts. She was right all along.

But when several arrows shot through the dark, taking down a few rotters, she knew Sam was alive, at least. Her skill was evident as the arrows took down the rotters in perfect formation, taking the pressure off of the melee fighters. Even so, the rotters kept coming. They must have found a way out of the back of the supermarket. Whatever had happened, it was ruining their chances of finding their friends. It was ruining their chances of all surviving.

After some time, Sam ran from out of the dark and collected some of her arrows, before gesturing for everyone to regroup. Her eyes were wet with tears in the light of Luke's torch.

"We need to go," she said quietly. Cassie shook her head furiously.

"Eliza is out there somewhere," she said. "We can't leave her."

Ginge returned to their huddle, wiping at her eyes. The tears left her face, but were replaced by streaks of blood. Luke gripped Cassie's shoulders hard.

"No."

"I'm not going-

"There's too many rotters. Do you want to die, Cassie? Because you will if you go back. We've already lost too many.”

"We still don't know where the Piggy Man is either," Sam reminded her. "We need to get back to the others. Or we could all end up in trouble."

Cassie was shaking and crying. It took some force from her friends to make her feet move, and even then, she kept looking back, into the darkness, where she was sure her friend was, scared and alone. Her throat closed up and she cried so hard that she felt sick. She couldn't help it. Everything they had worked for was lost each time they lost someone. And Eliza was a bigger loss than most. Fifteen years worth of friendship with her had held Cassie together since everything turned upside down. But in that moment, as she was hauled away, she was certain she had lost one of those people that kept her on her feet. And there was nothing she could do about it.

They'd known the risks when they left the farm. They knew what could happen. But Cassie had never expected Ross's return. As she was shoved in the backseat of the car, she found a beaten and bruised Heidi slumped there, her face bloodied and her throat bruised. She rasped quietly, half-conscious, almost rotter-like in appearance, but Cassie envied her. Because when Heidi finally came around, her physical pain would mean nothing. The emotional pain of losing her sister would swallow her whole. It would show her that their trip was all for nothing.

And, worst of all, it would break her heart.

Gus had been struggling with the ties around his hand since the Piggy Man left them. He'd seen it done in the movies a million times, so why couldn't he get a grip and finish the job already? Charlie was watching him too, which made it so much worse. They couldn't communicate with the cloth bound around their mouth. Gus has almost dislocated his jaw trying to rid himself of his gag, but he had no doubt that it was pointless anyway. The Piggy Man was rounding them up - that much was clear. There was no use worrying about his mouth when his hands needed to be free.

He could hear Poppy crying at the other end of the line. They were on death row in the most literal of senses, but he was determined that they still had a chance. He had to believe they did. Though Zoe had barely made a sound since he got here, and when he leaned over to get a look at her, he noticed how red the blood pouring from her nose was in comparison to the whiteness of her skin.

The patio door opened and Gus' head whipped to the left. The Piggy Man had returned with two new victims. Cassie's brother and his friend, he noted. He hadn't paid much attention to their names in their short stay at the farm, but now he was about to watch them die.

He felt Charlie's little finger brush his hand awkwardly from the position they were tied together. He wished he could do the same for Charlie - give him comfort somehow - but his hand wouldn't reach. He couldn't even take his eyes off the two boys being dragged into the house, blood staining the newly polished floor. Gus felt sick.

Are they already dead?

No, thank God. As the Piggy Man threw them to the ground, the dark haired boy - Patrick, that was his name - lifted himself slightly with trembling arms. He was craning his head, looking for someone. Zoe, Gus realized. The Piggy Man busied himself with tying up Cassie's brother, who wasn't quite so battered as Patrick. The older boy shuffled his way across the floor, blood oozing from his open mouth. Gus' heart seized, and then he relaxed a little; it had taken several seconds to realize that Patrick was still alive, and not a rotter.

Patrick reached desperately for Zoe's bound hands, whimpering in pain. Gus craned his neck to see what he was doing. He seemed to have a moment of bliss as his hand connected with hers, but after a few moments, his face fell.

"Her hand is cold...why is it cold?” Patrick said through split lips.

Gus felt sick. None of them could reply. But he knew what a dead person's hand felt like. Unnaturally cold, like a slab of meat that had just been removed from the fridge. If Zoe wasn't already dead, she nearly was. And there was nothing they could do to save her. Even worse, she would die tied up to two people awaiting that same fate.

Gus gagged against the cloth tied around his mouth. He couldn't get the image of cold meat out of his head. Is that why the Piggy Man kills? he wondered darkly. To feel that deathly coldness beneath his fingertips? Maybe one day, the tender skin of pigs in his butcher's room stopped being enough for him. Maybe that's why he was going to kill them.

Patrick began to wail with an unnatural intensity, his mouth bloody and gaping as he cried. He'd come to the same realization as Gus. The Piggy Man's attention was turned from Fletcher, who was lying on his front with his hands tied, his face screwed up in agony. As Patrick screamed, the Piggy Man seemed to become more and more agitated. Patrick looked him in the eyes as he sobbed, barely able to breathe.

"You're a monster! Why would you do that to her? She never hurt a soul! Ever."

Gus willed him to be quiet. Couldn't he see he was angering him? They wanted to buy themselves time, not waste it. But it was too late. The Piggy Man loomed over the young boy and removed a butcher's knife from his belt. Gus closed his eyes, because he knew exactly what was going to happen without needing to watch.

He heard a squelch, not unlike Ginge's wellies in the mud on a rainy day. He heard a weak gargle as Patrick took his final breaths. He felt Charlie's arm trembling beside him as warm liquid soaked the floor. It was getting on their trousers, but no one made another noise. It was becoming clear that acting out would get them killed.

With Fletcher now gagged and bound, crying silently to himself, the Piggy Man returned to his mission. His eyes swept the room, counting the victims he had claimed already. Gus felt sick. He knew who was missing. The Fox. Cara, Rori...

Billy and Hannah.

"I just feel so useless here. I should have been allowed to go, right? I can still fight. Nothing has changed."

Cara tried not to sigh. When she had taken Hannah and Billy to the barn to play hide and seek, she hadn't expected Rori to be there moping around. The way she saw it, they were the lucky ones, to have been left behind. The journeys away from the farm that her sister went on scared her. She was happy to stay at the farm with the kids and play at Happy Families, trying to forget the fact that Ginge and the others were risking their lives.

"It is what it is, Rori. Maybe you should consider...oh, I don't know...letting it go?" Cara said tiredly. She could hear Hannah and Billy giggling quietly from their hiding spots, and it occurred to her that life on the farm wasn't so bad, given the circumstances. Why couldn't Rori see that there was no need to venture out, where there were people trying to kill them left right and center?

"Sorry," Rori muttered, sitting down on a creaky wooden chair while Cara continued pretending to count to one hundred. Their plans to renovate the barn had been put on hold by the Piggy Man's attacks, but Fletcher and his friends were just happy for somewhere to stay. But now, Cara thought Rori's single chair looked kind of lonely in the middle of the barn. There was nowhere else to look. She couldn't help noticing the rusty stains on his shoulder where his wound had bled through. His eyes were still bloodshot, and the veins on his neck looked a little black. It was a stark reminder of what had happened to him only days before. Cara shuddered.

"Why don't you just take it easy for a while? You don't have to, like, save the world or something. You've had a tough time. Give yourself a break."

"It feels wrong," Rori muttered, "Sitting around here waiting for them to come back. I've always had their backs. I've always been out there with them. And now I'm just...useless."

Cara kind of understood what he meant in that sense. If she didn't have the kids to watch over, she would feel a little lost too. But even they were slipping through her fingers. The events of the past few months had forced them to grow up fast. Hannah was practically grown up, always doing everything for herself, acting ten years older than her age. It made Cara's heart ache. Not just because they'd been forced to adapt to the new world, but also because she felt as though she was watching them change too fast. Soon, there would be nothing left of the wide eyed kids she’d known.

"You're not useless," Cara said firmly. She wasn't good with messy, complicated feelings, but she was good at talking to the kids. And Rori wasn't much more than a kid himself, when Cara thought about it. None of them were. She took a deep breath. "The others can handle things for now. You've always been a strong part of their team, and you will be again eventually. Maybe soon, I don't know. I don't know how long it takes to heal from a rotter bite. No one does, I guess. You’re the first one not to turn into a weirdo creep after a bite."

Rori snorted, shaking his head to himself with a wry smile. Cara wasn't sure what she had said that was funny, but she forced a smile.

"Just chill out for a bit. Why don't you join in the game? Find a hiding place. I'll give you twenty seconds."

Rori smiled and the warmth returned to his brown eyes. It felt like a relief to Cara. She'd avoided an awkward conversation, and seemingly cheered Rori up a little.

"Alright. Cheers, Cara. You're a good egg."

It was a phrase Cara had always struggled to understand, but she shrugged and nodded. Then, pointedly, she put her hands over her eyes and picked up where she had left off, counting upwards from eighty to one hundred. In the small barn, there weren't that many places to hide, so a hundred seconds seemed kind of unnecessary, but she hoped Billy might learn to count that way. She smiled to herself. It was moments like this when she was certain that everything would be okay. That the world wasn't such a bad place. She was just playing a game with her siblings, blocking out the world and making the most of her peace.

"Ninety-one, ninety-two, ninety-"

A hand slammed over Cara's mouth from behind. Her counting turned to a muffled scream as she kicked out against her assailant. The hand was wet and slippery, slick with something that tasted almost like metal. Cara gagged. It took her a few seconds, but then she recognised the taste.

Blood.

"Cara! It's the Piggy Man!"

Cara's eyes widened as she saw Billy running out from his hiding place, his chubby little finger pointed behind her as he did. Cara wailed, tears streaming down her cheeks. She willed Billy to run, and for the others to stay hidden, but the Piggy Man slid her neck into a headlock and dragged her toward her brother. He backed away slowly, but within moments, the Piggy Man had clasped a hunk of his blonde hair and was headed for the door.

Cara couldn't believe that moments later, she had felt safe. She had thought she was protecting her siblings. Now, one of them was in the grasp of a serial killer and the other had been left alone in a barn. Cara sobbed, wishing that her sister was with her.

She hadn't even been given the chance to say goodbye.

Hannah couldn't stop shaking. Rori held her tightly to his chest, his hand clasped over her mouth to keep her quiet as her siblings were taken away. She peered through the bale of hay, trembling quietly. She knew if she made a sound, she would be caught, just like them. She knew she couldn't even make a whimper, but she couldn't help being scared. This is what she had been terrified of for weeks. This was what she had warned everyone around. Suddenly, she was angry that no one had paid attention sooner. She was angry that he had outsmarted them all, coming in the night as the others went hunting for him. She could sense Rori's fear as he gripped her tight. But she wasn't going to sit back and let her siblings die.

As soon as the Piggy Man was out of the door, Hannah pulled away from Rori and turned to him. His eyes were filled with tears, but her eyes were bone dry. Cara had a song on repeat when she got dumped for the first time the previous year, sobbing alone in her bedroom. Hannah remembered it now as she thought of her sister being dragged away. Big Girls Don’t Cry. Ginge had said that was ironic at the time, and Hannah didn’t know what that meant. But she knew she had to stay strong, even if she was on her own now.

“Hannah...we need to think of a plan. We can't just run out there. It's too dangerous," Rori told her. She frowned.

"I'm not a baby. I know that. We have to get The Fox."

"The Fox?"

"Yes. He's smart. He always knows what to do.”

"He's a kid, Hannah. And he's been hiding out on his own for weeks. Leave him where he’s safe and we’ll handle this ourselves. We have to stick together, me and you. Find some of the older kids..."

Hannah reached down and pulled out her secret weapon from her sock. It had been concealed by her jeans, and she hadn't told anyone she had it. When she pulled out the knife, Rori's eyes widened.

“Hannah, where the hell did you get that..."

“I'm going to find The Fox," she said. "You don't have to come. But he's the one the Piggy Man will have forgotten about. He's our best shot at saving everyone."

Before Rori could stop her, Hannah leapt over the hay bale and out through the open barn door. She could hear her brother's cries in the distance, but she couldn't rescue him. Not without help. She turned with certainty and bolted into the dark, hoping that she would be fast enough to rescue her siblings.


Chapter Eleven

All Hannah could hear was her own footsteps pounding against the wet ground and the wind in her ears. The bad weather had made the fields slippy and Hannah had to concentrate hard not to fall over. Her years living on the farm hadn't really prepared her for running for her life across the fields she once felt so at home in. All of the good memories had been stripped away and left with the bad.

She was terrified that someone was following her, but she didn't slow down to find out. She kept running as fast as she could, even when her lungs began to hurt. She imagined the Piggy Man behind her and that was all it took to keep up her speed. She'd seen him in her nightmares so many times, and she knew he would be able to run at twice her speed. She wasn't about to allow the stuff of her nightmares catch up to her.

She entered the grove of trees and everything became even darker. It was quieter there, too, and it felt almost as though all of her senses had been numbed. It confused her and made it hard to navigate, but she eventually came to the clearing where The Fox's little island was situated.

As she burst through the trees, she saw The Fox jump in utter surprise. He had a knife in his hand, and it looked small and ridiculous, even in his tiny hands. It looked like it couldn't even slice butter. The Fox clearly hadn't expected Hannah to show up and scowled at her.

"What are you doing here? I told you to leave me alone."

"I need your help," Hannah said desperately. "The Piggy Man is here. He's got Cara and Billy. He's going to kill them if we don't do something."

The Fox was quivering so much that even Hannah could see it from afar. She couldn't understand why he wasn't moving. Had he not heard her?

"We need to go."

"I'm not going anywhere," he said. "I'm safe here."

Hannah cocked her head to the side. For the first time, she had seen The Fox unconfident in himself. He was scared, she realized.

"I'm scared too," she said gently. "But if we live and our friends die...what is the point in even being here?"

"We will end up dead for no reason!" The Fox cried. The moonlight caught the tears staining his cheeks. He gestured to the dingy tied loosely to the bank. "Come across, Hannah. You'll be safe here too."

"Ava died for no reason. I don’t want that to happen to anyone else," Hannah kept her eyes locked on The Fox, unwavering. "It's up to us now. Sam isn't here to save the day anymore." The Fox pricked up at Sam's name. "Don't you want to make her proud?"

The Fox straightened from his crouched position. Hannah could almost see the cogs turning over in his mind. He narrowed his eyes at her.

"I want the big knife," The Fox bargained. "I only have two, and I want the big one."

Hannah rolled her eyes. The desperation was making her nauseous. Maybe she’d made a bad decision after all. It was too late to back out, though.

"Deal."

Satisfied, he sprung into action at once. He raced to the dingy at the shore, binoculars swinging from around his neck. He untied the ropes and set off across the murky water, his small paddle slicing his path across.

"We need a plan," Hannah warned him, taking charge as he reached dry land. The Fox’s eyes lit up.

"Well, Hannah, you're in luck, because plans are The Fox's specialty."

Gus closed his eyes, squeezing the tears out and down his face. He could feel Charlie writhing behind him, fighting against the binds tying him. Gus tried to loosen the gag wrapped around his mouth, twisting his head as his sweaty fingers fumbled over the ties on his wrists.

Blinding anger had coursed through him when the Piggy Man had brought in the next victims. Billy's wide-eyed gaze as he saw them all, hopeless, his bottom lip trembling as he tried not to cry. Cara telling Billy to close his eyes to shield him from Zoe and Patrick's lifeless bodies. He felt sick to his stomach. No child should ever be witness to that.

None of them should.

Gus wriggled the gag on his mouth frantically. Charlie trembled against him. He didn't think he could bear losing any of them, but most of all Charlie. Charlie, who in a matter of days had shown him the good in a world filled with darkness. Charlie, whom Gus wanted to live more than he wanted life itself. Gus would give Charlie - and the rest of them - his life if it meant buying them more time.

I'll see Quinn again.

Gus felt the gag easing around his mouth. Slowly, surely, the fabric fell away from his mouth, and he drew in a ragged breath. His throat was on fire, his voice hoarse as he cried out.

"He is a child!"

Gus heard Charlie let out a muffled wail behind him. His heart hammered in his chest, counting out its last beats. He'd seen what the Piggy Man had done to Patrick. Gus couldn't let Billy meet that same fate. The Piggy Man was advancing toward Billy, the tip of his steel blade dragging along the marble worktops of the kitchen. Gus felt panic flood through him.

"He's innocent! He hasn't done anything to you!"

The Piggy Man turned slowly, deliberately, to face Gus. The knife fell silently to his side. He was savoring the moment, Gus realized. Gus glared back at him, defiant.

"You're a coward," Gus spat.

He could feel Charlie writhing against the ties that bound him, could feel Charlie's fingers on him. He could almost hear him willing him to be quiet, to stop taunting the Piggy Man.

I'm sorry, Charlie.

The Piggy Man stopped in front of Gus, breathing hard behind his mask. Gus challenged him with a raise of his eyebrow.

And the Piggy Man accepted.

He swung a large, meaty fist into his temple. Pain blinded his vision. Another punch caught his jaw. He felt something sharp pierce the side of his mouth, and tasted metal. A tooth. He spat blood at the Piggy Man's feet.

"Is that the best you've got?" he croaked.

Gus heard Charlie sobbing behind him. He wanted to comfort Charlie, tell him that it was okay to let him go. Gus had already lost enough in this life. As he felt Charlie's fingers graze his wrists, Gus smiled. He turned his face to the Piggy Man, inviting the next shot. Closing his eyes, he prayed for death's embrace.

The next blow sent Charlie's head crashing into the back of Gus' skull. Stars danced in front of Gus' eyelids as warm blood trickled down his neck. Dizzy, Gus gasped for air as Charlie's blood soaked through his shirt. It took Gus a moment to realize that the Piggy Man had hit Charlie, not him.

"No!" Gus screamed.

This hadn't been his plan at all. He'd wanted to distract the Piggy Man. Give him an easy target to unleash all of his violence on. Buy them all some extra time.

"Take me!" Gus cried out. "Take me!"

The Piggy Man ignored him.

Gus fought frantically against his ties, his throat hoarse as he screamed for Charlie. Tears and blood soaked his shirt as The Piggy Man pounded Charlie's body into a pulp. When the blows finally ended, Charlie's body slumped limply against Gus' back. Gus couldn’t see him, but his body was dead weight against his own.

He felt sure he was dead.

Rori cursed to himself. He squinted through the darkness beyond the barn, whipping his head round in all directions, but Hannah had vanished. Silence had fallen like a blanket over the farm. He knew Hannah had gone to the pond to meet The Fox. He knew he had to go after her and make sure she was safe. But he also knew that multiple people were in danger at the house.

His chest pounding, Rori weighed up his options. The Piggy Man was at the farm house. Their best fighters were gone. For all he knew, he was the only one who could take him down now. Rori reached for the penknife he always kept in his back pocket as sweat soaked through his t-shirt. He was trembling. Beneath his skin, he could feel the virus pumping; surging through his veins.

He could feel rage.

Stay calm.

Rori took a shuddering breath. He dug his fingernails into his palms, making a fist around the handle of his penknife. He couldn't lose his mind to the virus in his body. That was what made him human, and rotters…well, rotters.

Hannah was probably safer than the others, he reasoned. She was furthest from the house, from the Piggy Man. She was capable of taking down a rotter if she had to. Though it tore him apart to leave her, he had to consider everyone else. Billy and Cara would die if he did nothing. That was all he was certain of.

He hurried quietly across the lawn to the house, keeping his body as low to the grass as he could. He knew that Gus and Charlie were on watch. They might have even seen Hannah running across the fields. But Rori couldn't take any chances. He flattened himself against the wall of the house and peered around to the patio where they kept watch.

The patio chairs were deserted.

Rori's stomach dropped. No matter what, there was always somebody on watch. Luke had made sure of that from day one.

Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong.

The hairs on the back of Rori's neck prickled. He could almost sense the danger. Sweat slicked his hands. He crept slowly, silently across the patio. The front door was open. Rori frowned. Was that blood that he could see streaking the floor?

Bang!

Rori jumped. He watched as the sky erupted into a thousand red stars that rained down over the tallest trees at the edge of the long stretch of field.

Someone had set off a firework.

Rori’s heart leapt in his chest. He recalled now how Joe had collected bunches of firecrackers on a run and told them to set them off if they were in danger, like a flare. They kept some at every location on the farm, including the barns, which were now illuminated by the fireworks. One person in particular had taken an interest in the flares and the list of dangers they posed.

The Fox. That meant Hannah had found him, then.

Rori heard thundering from inside the house. Instinctively, he ducked down behind one of the chairs, covering his hand with his mouth to hold his breath. He peeked around the chair slowly, and saw a huge figure, covered in blood, lumbering out of the house. There was no mistaking that figure as it set off across the yard to where the firework had been set off.

Rori cursed silently. He dreaded to think the danger the pair would be in just to buy them a distraction. But Hannah was a smart kid. He knew she’d be running to hide now. He had to get help before he could help either of them. None of them could take on the Piggy Man alone, least of all two kids. They were certainly braver than Rori felt, hiding behind a deck chair. He waited until the Piggy Man had been enveloped by the darkness before following the path of blood into the house.


Chapter Twelve

Ross's hands were shaking as he drove his way back to the school. He couldn't decide if his trip had been a mistake or not. He was returning without his allies, but with a live captive in his backseat. While that felt like a personal victory for himself, the one person he felt he could trust, Deborah, had run off into the night at the first opportunity she had. Without her, Ross's stance was much weaker. What the hell was he meant to do now, returning with a prisoner and none of his best crew?

And Danielle…where was she now? He’d seen Daisy go down, seen Finn’s life leave him as they took on the group from the farm. But Danielle was another matter. He had no idea if she was alive or not. He hoped that she wasn’t. Because if she’d survived the attack, then why didn’t she come to him? Why hadn’t he seen her fighting for him, for the blood she’d promised him? There was an ache deep in his belly. Would she betray him like that?

"Ross...please, just let me go...it doesn't have to be like this. My friends...they won't come after you if you let me go..." Tomas pleaded. He'd been hastily bound with a length of rope and left on the backseat. He was pretty beaten up, and Ross could hear the blood gurgling in his throat. He'd hoped that would be enough to keep Tomas quiet, but clearly not. Still, he was a welcome distraction from thoughts of Danielle. He didn’t want to believe she could turn her back on him.

"I should have gagged you," Ross muttered to himself. He knew Tomas would say anything to get him to abandon him on the side of a road somewhere. He'd known the boy for some time when he was at the school, and thought reserved, Tomas has a quiet charm. People warmed to him, wanted to help him, which was partly the reason he'd emerged from Ross's personal fortress unscathed. Quinn had been similar, for all the good it did him.

But he’d started something now that he intended to finish. He’d declared war the moment he snatched Tomas up and bargained with his life. Now, the farm would come for him. If he let Tomas go, then he would truly have failed.

So what options did he have? Pass by the school and keep driving? No. He'd lose everything he'd built there. He’d lost enough in one blow, and he wasn’t willing to give up the rest. Plus, Tomas would turn on him when he realized he had no hope of being rescued. There was no way Ross could force him to pledge allegiance after the massacre he'd just unleashed on his friends.

If he was alone, so be it. He knew that he still had one secret weapon under his belt. If they wanted Tomas, they could come and get him. He’d make sure they regretted it.

An idea sprung to mind. Something dark and horrific. Ross wasn't sure even he was capable of what had come to his mind, but as it turned out, Ross wasn't sure he had limitations anymore. He felt a little crazed at his own creative solution. He laughed and he saw Tomas jerk nervously on the backseat, craning his neck to see what Ross was laughing about.

"Ross..."

"You stay quiet," Ross snaps. "And don't you dare try anything...if you do, I'll drive us both straight into a wall and be done with it. Got it?"

Tomas didn't utter another word. Ross sniggered to himself.

"Still got it," he said to himself smugly. Causing terror was in his blood. He didn't need Daisy or Finn or Deborah. He certainly didn’t need Danielle. He didn't need anyone.

He was going to show the world just what evil could do to a person.

Rori felt sick as he opened the patio door. He didn’t want to go inside. He was terrified of what he would find in there. In the dark kitchen, Rori could smell sweat and fear, but he couldn't see much. He heard a squeal and spotted Billy right away, his tiny face illuminated with terror.

"It's me. It's only me," Rori whispered into the darkness. He was too scared to put the light on in case the Piggy Man saw it and came back, but he dropped to his knees and crawled to see who he could salvage from the mess left behind by the Piggy Man. His knee nudged something limp, and then he felt something soaking through his jeans. He knew that it could only be blood; and there was lots of it. He found himself trembling, sobbing. But blood smelled different to him now. It still had a metallic twang, but rather than repulsing him, it made Rori’s stomach clench in hunger. The same way that bacon cooking in a frying pan, or a roast chicken in the oven did. He retched, though it was his mind that was disgusted and not his body. It seemed that each day the virus took a stronger hold on him, and he couldn't stand it. How could he stay on the farm when he was deteriorating by the day?

But he had to help his friends. This wasn't about him. He crawled further and found his hand connecting with another leg. As he touched the figure, it let out a moan, and for a moment, Rori feared the worst. Had one of his friends somehow turned into a rotter? But then he saw Gus' head turn in the dark. His mouth was bloody, a tooth hanging from his raw gums like an icicle on a ledge. He groaned again, but his eyes filled with hope when he saw Rori.

Rori began to fumble with his ties as quickly as he could, his hands trembling. His breathing was unsteady and his neck prickled with fear that the Piggy Man would return; that he could already be standing behind him with his meat cleaver raised…Rori felt the constant urge to look over his shoulder, but every second wasted was another where the Piggy Man could gain control again. And if Rori didn't do something soon, there would be no one left to save them the second time around.

As Gus got free, his limp body collapsed against Rori. Gus gripped him weakly, and Rori was certain it was his way of thanking him. He wasn’t sure that Gus had any more in him left to give.

"You alright?"

"Save...Charlie," Gus rasped. Now that Rori was closer, he could see the bruising and swelling around Gus' windpipe. He needed help himself, and yet there he was begging for Charlie's life. He obviously cared a lot for him, though it hadn't ever really occurred to Rori. He was suddenly glad that Heidi wasn't on the farm. She might not be safe, but at least she was far away from the Piggy Man.

"I'll do my best, man. Who...is everyone okay?"

There were some quiet moans around the room. But not enough for the amount of people Rori could just about make out in the dark kitchen. Rori felt cold as Gus helped him start untying the others. He came across Poppy, who seemed relatively unscathed....at least physically. She was whimpering and craning her head as she was untied, trying to catch a glimpse at the corpse she was tied to. It was obvious even before Rori touched her cold hands that Zoe was gone.

Gus had managed to untie Fletcher, who had pulled his gag away from his mouth and began wailing inconsolably. He threw himself over Patrick like a protective blanket. He sobbed loudly for the death of his friend, gulping for air . Rori placed a hand on his back, but Fletcher flinched away.

"I'm so sorry, mate...but you have to be quiet. The Piggy Man is still close."

"Where the hell is Hannah?" Cara demanded to know. She was still tied up, but she'd managed to wriggle the cloth across her mouth down to her chin. "You were supposed to be looking out for her!"

"She went to find The Fox. I thought she was safer away from the house, and I had to come after you and Billy…I had to think of the group…"

"Like hell you did," Cara snarled as Poppy helped her with her hand ties. Rori had never heard her spit such venom. The second she was unbound, she got to her feet with determination in her eyes. "I'm going to find her before he does."

Before anyone could stop her, Cara grabbed a large knife from the block on the kitchen counter and started toward the door, dodging bodies and pools of blood to make it to the patio. Billy was very quiet, hunched closest to the kitchen counter, rocking with his eyes screwed shut. Rori wished that he could shut everything out so quickly. Instead, he watched the chaos in silence. Fletcher was still sobbing. Poppy was reaching to gently close Zoe's eyes. Gus and Charlie, both beaten to a pulp, lay quietly beside one another, tears streaking their blood stained faces. His heart was broken from everything he’d seen.

And still the smell of blood wafted to Rori's nose as sweetly as a floral summer breeze.

The car was trundling down the road quickly, but not quickly enough for Cassie. She was desperate to leave everything they'd seen behind, to get back to the farm and find everyone safe and sound. She felt sick to her stomach. On one hand, she had friends at the house who could be in the midst of a crisis. She had her brother there, finally returned to her after so many long months. But on the other hand, she'd left behind at least three people. Jam was gone for good, and it was looking likely that Eliza was too. Tomas could be dead by morning. Tears stung Cassie's eyes while Ginge kept a determined watch on the road ahead. She was glad that Ginge had taken the car keys from her. Her fiery-haired friend had hardened, got used to the pressures expected of her, but Cassie could still see the tears threatening to spill behind her eyes.

Heidi was beginning to stir beside her. The injuries she'd sustained looked bad. Her already crooked teeth seemed wonkier in the dim light of the car, and they were more red than white. Her nose was crushed at a strange angle, and a bruise the color of spilled wine was forming on her throat. She was sweating profusely, though the car was cold. Cassie recalled one Halloween when Heidi had spent hours coating her face in purple eyeshadow to look as though she was bruised and beaten. That memory now seemed much more sinister.

It was another few minutes before Heidi managed to sit up a little, and Cassie felt sick to her stomach. She knew that the second Heidi realized who they had left behind, she was going to explode. Why shouldn't she? They'd left her sister behind, and Cassie knew that no matter what happened, they'd all carry that guilt forever. They should have checked. They should have been certain. But nothing was certain in this new way of life, and if they had tried, there was a chance that none of them would have made it back to the cars.

Heidi ran the back of her hand across her face, leaving a red stain on her skin. Her head lolled against the cold window and she finally managed to open her swollen eyes. She looked around her, taking everything in.

"Eliza," she murmured through purple lips. Blood gurgled at the back of her throat.

"She's not here," Luke said quietly from the passenger seat. Cassie expected Heidi to start shouting and swearing, but she didn't appear to have the energy. Instead, her face crumpled in pain and misery and she began to sob quietly.

"I should have...I should have..."

Cassie knew she didn't need to finish the sentence to make everyone understand. Cassie knew her pain all too well. She recalled driving away from Fletcher's school and knowing what she could be leaving behind. She remembered how Luke left the room when he was certain Rori was going to die. She ached at the memory of Ginge trying to save Warren after she had taken him on the supply run. Sam’s pain after Ava’s death. It was becoming too common a feeling.

There were so many times when they should have done more. There were so many chances to do better. It was easy to see, in hindsight. But they were still kids. Barely out of school. Barely out of the clutches of their parents and their strict regimes. Barely old enough to set their own bedtimes and cook their own dinners and be in charge of their own laundry.

And yet they were a broken group of people forced to just get on with trials much worse than fully-grown adults faced. Heidi wasn't fighting back because she knew they couldn't go back. She knew she wasn't strong enough to do something that wouldn't get more of them killed. She knew if she suggested a strategy, Luke or Ginge would cut her out, tell her no, tell her that she wasn't thinking straight. She had no power now. Cassie saw all of this weigh down on her friend in one go, all while quivering inside her broken and battered body.

Heidi laid her head back and cried. Cassie reached across the seat for her friend's hand, swallowing back her own tears. She was hurting so much, but Heidi’s pain would only be deeper.

"If she's alive...if there's a chance that she made it...she'll be okay. She's a survivor," Cassie said. But she knew she was just filling the car with a false sense of confidence. She was giving them a safety net to fall on. Because that day, it felt like the ground had disappeared from beneath their feet forever.

Cassie wondered if anything would ever be okay again.

Hannah’s small hand slipped into The Fox's as they tried to hide in the woods. He wasn't one for physical contact, but he let her do it. He convinced himself it was to show her that he had things under control. He was comforting her, he guessed. Besides, it made sense to stick together. And if that meant holding hands, so be it.

But it was his hand that was slick with sweat. It was him who was breathing too loudly. For all this time, he'd thought he was sneaky, fearless, in control. When Hannah tugged him further into the untamed wilderness, he felt that he had lost a piece of who he was. He wasn't sure when this had occurred, but it left him feeling hopeless. It showed him a relatively new emotion.

Fear.

Hannah stopped behind a thick tree trunk. The bare trees and bushes weren't enough to hide them properly, but The Fox felt a little comforted by the darkness. If they couldn't see much, perhaps the Piggy Man couldn't either.

He could hear the Piggy Man lumbering around in the dark, his heavy feet crunching through the sea of dead leaves. The hard part was knowing exactly where he was. He was used to relying on his senses, but everything felt muted to him. He could barely see, his eyes were strangely blurred. Water was gathering in his eyes. The Fox sniffed. He never cried. Never.

Hannah made a small gasping noise and The Fox froze up in terror. What had she seen that he hadn't? He was too scared to move and check, but it soon became apparent what she was looking at.

There was a huge shadow moving through the darkness. The footsteps were getting closer, causing vibrations on the soft ground. The Fox guessed that the man was three times the size of Hannah - probably in width as well as height. Hannah silently shrunk downward to a crouching position, and The Fox, trembling like a leaf, followed her lead.

I don't want to die, I don't want to die, I don't want to -

He heard a loud chuckle coming from the monster in the dark as he moved closer to where they were hidden. The Fox used his free hand to cover his mouth. He didn’t trust himself not to cry out. He could feel a whimper forming on his lips, tears falling over his fingers. Hannah squeezed his hand hard, but she was calm and still. She seemed to understand better than him how to handle this.

And he'd spent all this time thinking he was the brave one.

The Piggy Man was close enough now to be seen. The Fox was sure he could even smell him. He smelled of sweat and blood. He could see the dark stains of it on his butcher's apron. The Fox had no idea if they were hidden in their crouched position or not. But when the Piggy Man's huge fist reached out and tapped against the tree they crouched behind, chuckling to himself, The Fox felt his entire being turn to ice.

“Little piggy...little piggy...let me come in...' the Piggy Man said in a disturbingly quiet way. He rapped his fist against the bark again. Hannah stared up in horror as the Piggy Man’s masked face peered around the tree trunk. All sense of them being safe had left her. The Fox could see it in her eyes - like prey in the jaws of their predator.

And then the Piggy Man looked directly at Hannah. He was close enough to reach out and grab her, but he didn't. He looked dead in her eyes with a wide smile. The Fox let out a scream involuntarily, trying to pull on Hannah's arm to get her away, but she was frozen in place, staring back at the man. It was like he'd put a spell on her.

She still didn't try to move. She jutted her chin in the air, never breaking away from the Piggy Man's gaze. The Fox saw as her tiny hand slid slowly into her coat pocket.

“Not by the hair on my chinny chin chin," Hannah whispered. The Fox finally saw what she held in her hand.

His knife. He had no idea how she had taken it from him, but he was glad she had. He stopped tugging her arm. She was moving slowly so as not to alert the monster in front of her, but she knew what she was doing. She held the knife with a vicious look in her eyes.

She was going to do it. She was going to kill the Piggy Man.

“Well,” the Piggy Man said with a triumphant smile. “I'll huff...and I'll puff...and I'll-”

The scream that came from the dark was almost feral. It was so loud that it startled even the Piggy Man. He turned with a growl and saw that Cara was running toward him. She held no weapons in her hands, but her hands were curled into fists, her eyes bulged, her teeth bared like a rotter.

“Cara, no!" Hannah screamed, raising her knife. Cara turning up had changed everything. The Piggy Man lunged toward her without a second thought and Hannah's knife stabbed the air where he'd just been standing.

Cara collided with the Piggy Man, but it was as though she had hit a brick wall. His strong torso didn't even flinch and she stumbled away from him looking dazed. Hannah screamed and tried to run at the Piggy Man, but the Fox held a strong grip on her hand. He knew if she tried to join the fight, she'd get herself killed too.

He was scared of her leaving him behind.

Cara breathlessly fumbled in her pocket for something. She clearly hadn't thought this attack through, and she was unprepared. She tried to run as she looked for her weapon, clearly trying to put some distance between her and the monstrous murderer in front of her, but with three long steps, he grabbed her by the hair and pulled her back. The butcher's knife was gleaming in his hand.

“Let go of me!” Hannah screamed at The Fox. But he refused to let her go. "Cara!”

Cara's eyes were wide with fear. The girl who had always taken a backbench in the fight was now in the center of it, defenseless, alone.

The Piggy Man raised his knife and plunged it into her chest. Once. Twice. Three times. Blood spurted out with each incision and Hannah's screams got louder. Cara's body jerked with each stab, but she made no noise, her eyes locked on Hannah's. Blood trickled over her lips and she coughed.

Six times. Seven. He didn't stop. All The Fox could see was the indescribable pleasure on the Piggy Man's face as he killed Cara. The Fox fell backward onto the ground, shocking his tailbone and pulling Hannah with him. But still he held on to her. There was nothing they could do.

By the time Cara's body was discarded on the ground, there was no doubt in The Fox's mind. She was dead, and they were next.


Chapter Thirteen

Hannah couldn't believe her own eyes. Her big sister was lying dead right before her eyes, and a monstrous man was towering over her. Hannah stopped screaming for long enough to blink. Once, twice. Surely she had it wrong? Maybe she would wake up in the attic room, covered in sweat and crying, but with Ginge there stroking her hair. Everything would be okay. It was just one of her nightmares again.

But no. When she opened her eyes, terror filled her heart. Her sister still lay dead on the ground, filled with holes like a dartboard. Ginge was nowhere to be seen.

Hannah was on her own.

The Piggy Man turned slowly to face her. She gritted her teeth, stumbling back to her feet in a daze. She felt her feet taking slow steps back, away from her sister. She knew she had to leave Cara, at least for a while. She had to survive a little longer, and she had the Fox to think of. She whispered her sister's name mournfully. She'd lost her element of surprise. Now, the tiny knife in her hand seemed ridiculous next to the gleaming silver weapon the Piggy Man brandished.

She was going to have to do something risky.

Before she could think too much about it, Hannah threw her knife. It spun through the air, surprising the man before her. It lodged itself in his torso and he yelled out, clutching at the wound.

It was the only encouragement Hannah needed. She turned and ran, pulling The Fox with her. He was sobbing and it was slowing them down, but Hannah wouldn't let go of his hand. She couldn't bear letting him get hurt too. Her chest ached from the effort of running, the effort of not letting go and of sobbing. She could hear The Piggy Man's lumbering footsteps behind her, seemingly closer and closer as they ran. Her mind was foggy. She didn't know where she was going.

A bramble tore at her leg and tripped her up. She half-dragged the Fox down with her as she landed hard on her nose. A shudder shot through her spine. The Fox pulled her desperately to her feet, and they kept moving through the woods.

Hannah knew she was their last hope. She couldn't give up. Lives were at stake.

So the need for survival kicked in.

Joe's lungs hurt from the effort of running. He had thought he was lost when he heard the almighty bang, the sky exploding with color. Blinking hard, he thought it was far too early in the year for fireworks. And then he remembered they were a security measure at the farm. That meant he wasn’t far away. But it also meant that his friends were in some kind of danger.

The fireworks drew him in, like a compass pointing true north. But now he was stumbling around in the dark with no more sense of direction, doubting himself of just how far away the farm was. He couldn't call out for fear of alerting the Piggy Man rather than his friends. He didn't know who or what was out there. They might be better equipped than him to handle the Piggy Man...

He was slowly talking himself out of it. Every single part of him wished he could go back. He wanted to run off into the wilderness and never accept any responsibility again and hide whenever danger came close to him. He felt completely ashamed of his own thoughts. He was acting like a coward. Wasn't that why he'd run in the first place? Because he was a coward? He was afraid of the damage he'd done. He was afraid of what people thought of his sins. He was afraid of what he would become.

Yet his friends needed him. He came back here for a reason. He had vowed to save them.

Joe heard the cry in the dark before he saw who it belonged to. Horrified, he pushed his way clumsily through the trees, cursing himself for drinking so heavily. He was surely more of a hindrance than a help. But that cry in the dark...it made something inside him ache. He couldn’t turn away now.

He neared the edge of the trees. He almost cried out in relief as he recognised where he was; near the woodland that marked the perimeter of Ginge’s farm. Joe hung back, squinting through the darkness for the source of the cry.

But he was too late.

Across the clearing, he could see Cara's body sprawled on the ground before the Piggy Man. He saw the moonlight glint in his eyes as he butchered her. Joe covered his mouth, biting down onto his knuckles to prevent himself from screaming. Bile rose in his throat.

Cara wouldn't survive.

Blood drummed hard in his ears. Slowly, he forced himself to focus on breathing. Tears filled his eyes. If Cara was dead...who else hadn't made it?

A movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. He saw Hannah in the dark, and his stomach dropped. The horror on her tiny face was enough to break Joe's heart. It was his duty to save her, no matter the cost. That was the reason he had returned to the farm. As she ran off into the darkness with The Fox in tow, Joe considered his options.

The Piggy Man was bigger than all of them put together. His height and incredible width terrified Joe. As the hunk of a man began to lumber after the children, Joe saw that there was a small knife protruding from his chest. The wound barely affected him. How was Joe supposed to take him down? His strong arms suddenly felt like needles in comparison. He was drunk and disorientated. And the Piggy Man was quickly getting away.

Joe started after him before he could change his mind, his heart racing. All he knew was that the kids had to be protected. He could shield them to help them get away. Maybe he could give them a fighting chance if he offered his life up the way that Cara did.

Or maybe no one had to die. At least not someone that Joe loved.

He would improvise, he decided as he crept through the dark. He had the element of surprise. If he was quiet and careful, maybe he stood a chance. Maybe he could redeem himself. He had so much blood on his hands...perhaps ending this dark chapter would be his way of making it all right. He couldn’t change the past, but he could do this.

The sudden opening in the trees made Joe feel exposed, though he still lurked in the foliage. They'd arrived at The Fox's hide out. The Fox had clambered desperately into his rubber dingy and was trying to paddle to the island. Hannah was wading through the water alongside him. Her foot slipped and Joe gasped as she vanished beneath the inky surface of the water. Joe balked, wanting to run to her aid, but wanting to stay concealed as long as he could. He would need every weapon in his arsenal on side to take on the Piggy Man.

The Piggy Man reached the edge of the water. Joe could hear his deep, rattling breaths. Despite his wound, despite the kids getting away, he was biding his time. He reached in his large apron pocket and drew out a butcher's knife that glinted in the moonlight. Joe wondered what other horrors he held within that apron. All he knew was he was willing to take any of it on if it gave Hannah and The Fox precious extra seconds to escape. But even as they struggled against the water, the Piggy Man was rolling up his sleeves to grab at Hannah’s ankles.

Instinct caught Joe off-guard, and he launched himself out of the shadows at the Piggy Man's turned back. Roaring, Joe slammed the toe of his boot into the back of the Piggy Man's knee, clinging to his neck desperately.

Crippled, the Piggy Man fell to his knees in the murky water. Joe ran at him and kicked him again, this time in the back of his meaty neck. The Piggy Man went face down in the water, but only for a moment, pushing himself up with an almighty splash of water. Joe waded in with him, the water a cold shock to the system, but it only reminded him of what needed to be done.

The Piggy Man swung at him, his cleaver lodging deep into Joe’s upper arm. He cried out in agony, but his adrenaline surged and his boot connected with the Piggy Man’s chest. This time, the Piggy Man wasn’t so quick to resurface. When he did, Joe was ready for him, his shaking hands prepared to do what was necessary to survive.

Joe wasted no time. His hands grappled for the Piggy Man’s neck, where pig skin and human connected not so seamlessly. The Piggy Man made a choked grunt as Joe used the last of his strength to force his head under the water.

The Piggy Man bucked and squirmed beneath him, but Joe's grasp was too tight. He refused to let go, even as blood gushed from the wound in his arm. He didn’t know where his strength came from. He didn’t care if he died trying. He was taking the Piggy Man down with him.

He had to end this.

The Piggy Man struggled hard and long. Longer than Joe had expected. And all the while, Joe was forced to stare down at the nightmarish image of a man with a pig’s head, his black beady eyes locked with his no matter how much the water rippled. Those eyes would haunt him, no doubt.

But he kept going. He had to see it through. The man's nose filled with water, his attempts becoming more futile. Joe sniffed. There were tears on his face. There would be no coming back from this, Joe was certain of that. He was cold from the icy water and his body was tense, but all he could focus on was slowly killing the man who'd reigned terror on the farm. On his friends. On children. But that didn't make Joe feel any better as he - slowly but surely - became a killer himself.

When the thrashing finally stopped, Joe still didn't move. He was terrified that the man might still be alive, biding his time under the water, ready to spring out at Joe. But Joe was even more terrified that he might be dead. The longer Joe didn't have to face the truth, the cleaner his conscience. He waited for what felt like a lifetime, silence drowning out all sound.

He jumped when he felt a small, cold hand on his arm. Hannah and The Fox were staring at him, both trembling slightly.

"He's gone," Hannah whispered at last. "You can let go now, Joe."

Slowly, Joe let go. In that moment, it felt like nothing in the woods moved an inch.

He stumbled back onto dry land, horrified at what he'd done. Hannah's hand slipped from his arm. He had to do it. He knew that. People were dead because of the Piggy Man. But all he could think was how his friends would react if they'd been there, watching him slowly drown a man. He'd saved them all, but at what cost? The cost of his sanity? The cost of his innocence? He glanced at Hannah and The Fox and knew they'd both lost something that night too. They weren't children anymore.

None of them were.

"You did it, Joe," The Fox whispered. "You killed him."

But it didn't sound like a triumph. Part of Joe had died with the Piggy Man. He was no longer the boy who even hated killing rotters. His body ached, his head pounded and his eyes felt raw. But his heart was numb. He was a murderer.

What made him different from Ross and his cronies? What was left that made him good?

There was no way he could stay on the farm now.  Hannah and The Fox were safe. He had done his duty in saving his friends. He didn't know what horrors had unfolded back at the house, but he didn't wait to find out. He wasn't the same man he'd been when he woke up that morning. Everything was different now.

He didn't deserve a second chance.

"Joe! Where are you going?"

He refused to answer Hannah's desperate cries. He stumbled through the trees as he heard a car pull into the driveway. The others had returned. He needed to be gone before they could find him. Before they could see what he’d become.

He embraced the darkness as he ran.

The house was a mess. The people in it were too. As the group who had faced The Piggy Man’s wrath tried to pick themselves off the ground, Rori anxiously kept watch out of the window. He couldn't squash the fear that was rising inside him. What if the Piggy Man came back? What if Cara and the kids didn't? There was so much potential out there in the darkness for horror that Rori wasn't sure what to wish for. He just wanted all his friends to come back safely. They'd lost too much already. But Gus had warned them all against going out there. There was no telling what they might face if they did. It had only been a few minutes since Rori had rescued them, and Cara had left; yet they couldn’t deny the scream they’d heard from outside, or that the time unaccounted for was time where anything could’ve happened.

He was trying hard not to think about the fact that he was in a room with a bunch of corpses. He didn't have the emotional strength to try and move them. The rest of the group was practically beaten to a pulp. Rori closed his eyes for just a second to remember what they'd lost. Zoe, so kind and compassionate. Patrick, the lovesick boy who'd do anything for her and his friends. They'd been brave and good and true. Now they lay motionless on the floor in pools of their own blood. Rori had barely been given the time to know them, and yet, their deaths opened up a hole in his chest.

He was terrified of who might yet join them. These wouldn't be the last casualties on the farm. When he glanced around, he saw Charlie's head cradled in Gus' lap. He was barely stirring as Gus held onto him, Fletcher was sitting, shivering on the floor. Poppy was fussing over Billy quietly, rocking him like a baby and smoothing his blonde hair off his forehead. For the first time since Rori had arrived there months before, the once bustling house felt quiet.

"It’s too quiet out there…someone should follow Cara," Poppy said quietly. Rori felt sick to his stomach. He'd been so desperate to join the fight when his friends set off for the supermarket. He wanted to prove himself, to show that nothing had changed. But now, he hesitated.

The ache in his shoulder where the wound was healing was dull, but real. He feared what pain might await him out there. He was terrified of dying at the hands of the Piggy Man, but everyone else was broken.

"I'll do it," he said, sounding a lot braver than he felt. Gus’ head snapped up.

“Rori, no.”

“We can’t just leave her,” he said firmly.

He made his way through the house in a daze to find the shotgun Ginge kept for emergencies. The object felt hard and cold in his hands, but he knew how to use it. They all did. Before everything happened, he'd been anti-war, anti-violence and everything else horrible in the world, but that felt like a lifetime ago. Now, he was stuck in the middle of a war that waged whether he liked it or not. A war in which it was becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish who was on their side.

As he ran out into the night, he could feel the virus rushing through him like poison. All his bad feelings about the night turned darker. Blood thudded in his ears and his hands clutched the shotgun so hard that his knuckles turned white. The more fear he felt, the more anger he felt too.

He'd kill that bastard in a heartbeat.

There was no light to guide him, but Rori knew the farm like the back of his hands. He knew to head for The Fox’s den and hoped that Hannah had made it across okay. That the Piggy Man hadn’t seen them rushing through the dark after the distraction they’d created.

As he made it into the clearing, he found the children. Except they weren't cowering on the island; they were huddled close at the edge of the water. A body floated in the murky pond. Hannah and The Fox turned as they heard Rori approach. He expected to see fear in their eyes, but what he saw was much worse. It was like the light had gone out inside them.

It was almost like they were dead.

Rori approached them tentatively, aiming his shotgun at the body in the water. There was no mistaking who the large body belonged to. Rori felt the shotgun slip from his fingers onto the grass. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen.

"What did you do?" Rori whispered in horror.

Hannah shook her head. "It wasn't us. Joe was here. He...he ran off."

"Where's Cara?"

Hannah's lip trembled as she shook her head. Rori couldn't believe that the two of them had made it through. They were the silver lining of the darkest of nights. He crouched and opened his arms to them. They both rushed desperately to him, burying their faces in his chest. Yet he was the one that trembled, not them.

As Rori bundled them back toward the house, he didn't dare to look back at the Piggy Man's body. He didn't dare search in the dark for Cara. He didn't dare stop moving in case he collapsed. It's over now. He's gone. We're safe, Rori told himself.

But deep down, he felt that they'd never be safe again.

As they walked back up to the house, the scavenger group pulled into the drive. It gave Rori some relief to see them arrive, until the car doors opened and he saw the state of them. Not only did they look beaten down and weary, they looked fewer in numbers.The group had almost halved in size. Rori scanned them, looking for the faces that were missing. He felt sick to his stomach. Hadn't they lost enough tonight?

There was one face he felt desperate to see.

And he didn’t know what he’d do if he didn’t.

Ginge spotted the kids before they saw her. She let out a screech and ran at Hannah, scooping her up in her arms and holding her tight. Rori's heart ached. Ginge was the one who was meant to be walking into danger when she left the farm. She was returning to another loss that she'd barely be able to take. Rori put a hand on The Fox's shoulder and guided him over to Sam, whose face was practically blank as she pulled the kid in for a silent hug. They were glad to see each other alive when death was creeping so close by. That was all that really mattered.

Rori’s nausea rose as Cassie got out of the car next, supporting a beaten figure. It looked as though Cassie was holding them up. But Rori would know those features anywhere.

"Heidi!"

Eyes clouded with tears, Rori rushed toward her. Heidi reached out to him with a bloodied hand, as though the effort of moving cost all her energy. She looked more like a rotter than a human. But she was alive, and that was all that mattered to Rori.

"You look awful," Rori blurted out before he could stop himself. Heidi managed the ghost of a smile, revealing her cracked and bloodied teeth.

"You should see the other guy," she croaked. "I mean, he's completely fine, of course..."

Rori pulled her in close, trying to be gentle as he cradled her. Cassie slowly untangled herself from Heidi, leaving the pair to embrace. He could feel her trembling, silently crying until his shoulder was wet with tears. But even though he could feel her pain, her distress, he was simply glad she was alive.

"What the hell happened?" Rori asked.

"There was an ambush," Cassie said, her voice breaking. "Ross' group. It was all such a blur. And...we lost people."

Rori tried to swallow the lump in his throat. He needed to stay strong for his friends, but he couldn't help noting the absence of Eliza and the pain in Heidi's eyes. Cassie shook her head, her face scrunched with the effort of holding back tears.

"We didn't find the Piggy Man..."

"No...he found us," Rori said quietly, just as Ginge cried out. She was clinging to her younger sister for support. Rori thought of Cara, her body alone out there in the dark. He silently apologized for leaving her behind. But Cara was in a better place now. Better than where they were, for sure.

Heidi winced as Ginge's cries pierced the air. Rori's eyes met her questioning gaze and he nodded. Heidi bowed her head in respect, allowing her tears to silently streak through the blood on her cheeks. Rori swallowed.

"The Piggy Man is dead now. But...we lost people too."

Cassie's eyes widened as she scanned the farm frantically. In the chaos, it was hard to tell who was where. Rori knew what she was going to ask before the words left her lips.

"Fletcher? Poppy? Are they-?"

Rori didn't know what to say. Of course they weren’t okay. He recalled Fletcher's face as he cried beside Patrick's body. There was no way they'd ever be okay again, any of them. They were victims of a mass murderer before they'd even reached eighteen. The trauma they had been through…they'd lost so much in one fell swoop.

"They’re alive. But Zoe...Patrick...we lost them both. Then there was Cara...Charlie and Gus are pretty beat up. They need help. And Joe...well, Hannah says he saved her, but he's gone now. We don't know where."

Cassie's face cracked and she began to cry. Rori put an arm around her and his other around Heidi, leading them both inside. He thought they might feel safer inside. He steered them away from the kitchen, away from the chaos...they needed to find some way to get back on their feet. The worst was over. It had to be.

After all they'd been through, they knew survival was key. Rori wasn't going to give up now...and he wouldn't let his friends either.

Even when it felt so easy to do.


Chapter Fourteen

Fletcher was shaking too badly to help Gus and Luke as they headed outside to bury the bodies. He wanted to volunteer, to be useful, to prove that he wasn't a waste of space on the farm, but his hands were plagued by constant pins and needles. He'd told himself not to look as Patrick was taken away, but he'd seen him anyway. His vision was drawn to his dead eyes, staring blankly at the ceiling.

And it was Fletcher's fault.

He thought about all the things Patrick had offered to the group. He'd been the one who kept everyone calm and level-headed. He'd been the voice of reason in Fletcher's ear. He'd been the one with the healing hands and the patience for people that Fletcher had never quite grasped, much as he had tried.

And what did he offer? He couldn't think of a single thing. He'd got Patrick killed. He'd been a coward and ran away. He didn't have any skills, or at least not in the way that the rest of the group did. He should be dead in Patrick's place. He shouldn't be burying his best friend next to Zoe. He shouldn't even be seeing it happen.

He should be dead.

He glanced around, looking for his sister. She seemed to be everywhere at once. She'd helped to clean the blood-stained floor while Ginge and her siblings shut themselves away in the attic, mourning. She'd consulted the map of the surrounding area with Luke, trying to work out their next plan of action. She'd tried to help the wounded, handing Poppy the things she needed to get by as she tended to Gus, Charlie and Heidi as best as she could.

But even seeing his sister trying to step up was a stark reminder that his friends were gone. Patching the team up was always a job for Zoe and Patrick. They knew the most about medicine and healing. They'd been teaching Poppy what they knew. She was doing her best, tending to Charlie's broken face with a damp cloth and antiseptic, but it was like she'd gone back to square one. Heidi's battered face looked like a slab of meat even when Poppy was done with her. Patrick would've known what to do. Patrick would've kept the peace in the tense household. Patrick would've been worth a million of Fletcher...

His misery was disrupted by Luke's entrance to the room, Rori close at his side. They all looked up expectantly. Out of everyone, they seemed to be in the best shape, despite the turmoil of the evening. Even Rori, with his bandaged shoulder and pale, veiny skin looked better than most, which was saying a lot considering his hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat. He looked as miserable as Fletcher felt.

"We need a house meeting. Immediately," Luke said quietly. Silently, everyone began to gather in the living room and Fletcher followed. Cassie caught up to him, putting an arm around his shoulder.

"We're going to make it okay," she reassured him gently. He resisted the urge to shrug her off.

"How? Are you going to bring Patrick back from the dead?" he asked darkly. Cassie didn't respond, sitting silently beside him on one of the sofas, but she kept a hand on his shoulder.

Luke, Gus and Rori returned a moment later. Both Luke and Gus had blood and mud streaked on them, and they stood in the corner uncomfortably like awkward guests at a dinner party. Sam and The Fox joined them quietly with unshed tears resting behind their eyes. Ginge was a silent presence in the doorway, shrinking into the shadows for the first time in a long time. She was normally a presence to be reckoned with, but given what she'd lost, Fletcher couldn't blame her for taking a backseat. Billy was nowhere to be seen, but Hannah hid behind her sister  like a shy toddler, peering with her intelligent brown eyes into the room without saying anything.

Heidi arrived in the room last. Everyone seemed to find it difficult to look at her, given the state she was in. Rori moved quickly to plump up a cushion for her back as she took a place on the sofa. It looked like she was about to tease him in some way, to make a joke to lighten the mood, but no words came from her battered lips. She shrunk back, waiting for someone to say something.

Cassie stood up first, keen to get the meeting started and to make her point.

"We have to do something. Fast," she said. "The Piggy Man is dead, but we have three missing people. All in different locations. What are we going to do about it?"

Fletcher didn’t even bother to add Sadie and Freddie into the mix. Maybe the girls had the right idea, getting away from the farm when they could. He envied their ignorance about what they’d all been through. They’d never have to go through that trauma. For all they knew, Patrick and Zoe were still alive.

"We're going back to the supermarket," Heidi said. Her tongue sounded as though it didn't quite fit in her swollen mouth. "Eliza has sense. She'll have found shelter. But if she's hurt, she's going to need us sooner rather than later."

"She could be dead," Luke said quietly. "And if she is, going back there is just another way of getting people hurt. Ross knows we might go back there."

"He also knows that we'll be coming to find him," Ginge pointed out, her voice muted and dull. "He'll be preparing defenses at the school. If we're going back to the supermarket then it would be best to do it while he's distracted."

"But then that's less people to take to the school," Luke said, irritation lacing his voice. "We have no idea what the hell he's got over there."

"He's got Tomas," Gus hissed. "We're going. We have to."

"We're low on manpower," Rori reasoned. "Half of the fighters are out of action..."

"So it's simple. Me and Gus will go to find Eliza. We’re not the strongest fighters but we can hold our own just to find my sister," Heidi said. "Rori, Luke, Cassie, Ginge...if you're okay to go, that is, Ginge...you can go to the school. Sam as well. Poppy can stay here with the kids and Charlie, to make sure he's okay..."

"Have you seen yourself lately?" Luke said a little too harshly. Heidi folded her arms and glowered at him.

"She's my sister. I'm going. It's nothing a few ibuprofen can't fix. And hey, maybe the rotters will think I'm one of them and let me slip through..."

Luke rolled his eyes, but he seemed too tired to argue with someone as stubborn as he was. "Fine. I'm glad you're not itching to find Ross, if I'm honest. Just stay out of trouble."

"Can't guarantee that," Gus said, but the joke fell flat. He looked ready to give in. "I think the plan makes sense, though after tonight, we can’t leave our home too vulnerable. Maybe Tomas can stay with-"

He fell silent, realizing his mistake too late. Fletcher hung his head low. He couldn't believe how many they'd lost in the space of a day. He glanced around the room. There were people on every seat and others still standing, and yet the room felt so empty. Patrick, Zoe, Eliza, Joe, Cara, Jam, Tomas…too many people lost to them.

"But what about Joe? We need to find him too," Sam pointed out. Luke crossed his arms. It was clear from the look on his face that he didn't want to argue against Sam. He hadn't had any reason to so far; she was one of the most rational in the group. Yet now, her emotions were getting the better of her.

"Not a priority," Luke said sternly. "He's the eldest of us, uninjured, and he's left on his own accord. How can we put that over getting Tomas back?"

Sam chewed the inside of her cheek and said nothing. Fletcher could see how badly she wanted to burst out and say something, but she seemed to be made of steel. He admired her in a way he could never admire himself again. After the events of the night, he wasn't sure he could ever find respect for himself again.

"I'm just worried...if he's gone out alone, then there's no one to have his back. None of us ever really go alone, especially not him," she whispered. "I think we need to try and find him...to let him know that it's going to be okay..."

"I don't think he wants to be found," Hannah said quietly. Everyone turned to look at her, as though only just realizing she was there. She shrunk back even more and Ginge petted her head absent-mindedly. No one argued any further on the point of Joe and Sam shrunk back, looking defeated. Fletcher felt sorry for her. The logic of the situation had pushed Joe to the back of everyone's minds. Any other day, Fletcher knew there would be an entire search party out looking for him after what he'd done for the group. And yet, today, he was the least of their worries.

"We should leave first thing in the morning....get some sleep behind us and just go," Cassie said. "The longer we wait, the more chance there is that we're going to fail, but it's not a good idea to go until we've had some shut-eye. Plus, going out in the dark is a terrible idea."

"The whole thing is a terrible idea," Luke snapped. "We don't have a plan at all. We need to scout out the school. We need to find out if the supermarket is being guarded. We can't get sloppy now."

"Planning worked out so well for us," Heidi muttered. Rori caught her eye with an expression that told her not to cause trouble and for once, she didn't push it. It was clear she was almost done for, even though she was trying to keep her chin up. Fletcher wished he could go around the room and give something to each of the people in there. A kind word here, a gentle touch there, an uplifting speech if it was needed. But Fletcher wasn't the guy for that. The man who would've best rallied the troops was now buried in front of the house.

"I have to agree with Luke," Rori said carefully. He glanced in Heidi's direction with a worried expression. "There's a lot that's at stake here...we could be trading two lives for everyone's. We've seen today how bad things can get out there...or even here on our home turf. I'm...I'm worried. I don't want to lose anyone else."

"No one does," Ginge said, stepping out of the darkness. Her fiery hair fell limply in front of her eyes. "I've lost a lot. More than most. But I know that I would rather die than leave people out there, knowing we could've done something to save them. I just...I just think, if we're not willing to sacrifice ourselves for each other, then what's the point in fighting so hard to get through all this? If we don't have each other...we have nothing."

Everyone in the room nodded in silent solidarity, apart from Rori and Luke. Rori kept his quiet concern to himself, even when Luke looked to him for support. He threw his hands in the air.

"What if it's a black and white scenario? What if it's just life or death? I know which is better. The friends we've buried today would tell us the same..."

"Would they?" Gus said darkly. "It seems to me that whatever is next can't get much worse than this..."

Luke ignored him. "I want them to come back. Tomas is a good guy. Eliza is strong, she's the best pal you could wish for..." Luke paused for a moment, his face blank, but Fletcher knew what he was trying to do; play off his emotions as though they didn't exist. He'd tried it himself, but Luke was the master. He cleared his throat.

"They're good people. But so is everyone in this room. And if we put it into simple maths...it's two versus....what...ten of us? More? Come on, people."

"Everyone in this room would go after you," Heidi said coldly. "Tell me to my face that you'd leave me out there if it was me..." She paused and looked up at Luke's cold gray eyes. "Actually, never mind, I don't want to know the answer to that..."

Rori placed a hand on Luke's shoulder. "We have to be willing to take risks...like Heidi said...we'd all do the same for you."

"The difference is, I wouldn't tell you to. In fact, I'd tell you to leave me, if I could," Luke said. Fletcher shivered. For the first time since he'd met Luke, he was certain that, despite his blank expression, he was telling the truth. "Think of it in terms of numbers. I'm just one individual. I'm one in a million."

"Exactly," Ginge said quietly. "One in a million. It's not about numbers, Luke. Cara wasn't a number. Warren wasn't. Jam and Tomas and Eliza aren’t fucking numbers. None of us are. We're living, breathing people, and we all matter. So don't play that card. I really don't think I want to see you go down that road."

Luke fixed Ginge with a pained look. Fletcher could see that he'd realized he was being too cold. Cassie took a step forward, ready to make her point one final time.

"When we plan, things go wrong. When we wait, people die. I don't know about you, but I think it's better to try than to regret just leaving them to die," Cassie said. Fletcher watched his sister with weary eyes and wished he had some of her certainty, some of her confidence, some of her bravery. She was willing to do anything to get her friends back, knowing she would have to walk into the lion's den to find Tomas and face the possibility that Eliza was not only dead, but a rotter. Fletcher thought of how he'd responded in the same scenario.

He hadn't even reached the mouth of the lion's den.

"Why not take this to a vote?" Ginge said. "All in favor of the two groups heading out tomorrow...put your hands up."

There was no hesitation as every hand in the room was raised. Charlie and Poppy weren't there to vote, and no one was completely certain of their choices, but nothing could've stopped the motion at that point. Maybe it was how empty the living room now felt, but Luke stood alone in his decision. He bowed his head, as though he was giving respect to the dead. But Fletcher didn't think he was thinking of the bodies outside.

He was thinking of the bodies yet to come.

Tomas was finally out of the car, but it didn't make him feel much better. As Ross marched him through the school, Tomas remembered when he'd found some safety in those walls. He remembered how it had once been his home, even under the lead of Ross. Now, it seemed like it was going to be the last place he ever saw.

Tomas shuddered when he thought of Quinn. Maybe he'd be treated like he was. He couldn't imagine anything much worse. But he feared Ross's creativity. There was a glint in the boy's eyes as he gripped Tomas hard. He had nothing left to lose, Tomas realized. He was without boundaries, without fear, without a care about who judged his actions. In that moment, he seemed to be invincible.

And not a shred of humanity remained within him.

“Please…don’t kill me, Ross,”

“Oh I won’t. Not yet, at least,” Ross said with a grin. “I need you for bait, Tomas. As long as you’re useful to me in that way, I won’t hurt a hair on your head.”

“There are more of us than there are of you,” Tomas said desperately. “You can just go somewhere else and start over. My friends won’t hurt you if you let me go.”

“I’ll let you go when the time is right,” Ross said, dragging Tomas through familiar corridors. They weren’t any comfort to Tomas now.

“You won’t stand a chance on your own. After this, they will kill you,” Tomas said. He had no idea if it was true, or what his friends might do to save him, but he hoped the threat would be enough. But Ross stopped in his tracks, turning to Tomas with a smile.

“I’m not alone. I never have been,” he whispered. “I have friends out there. Friends that will kill every last one of you. And then when they’re done, we’ll take on this entire town. Have you forgotten what lives outside our walls, Tomas?”

Tomas felt a shudder down his spine as he recalled the rotter army that had slowly been building outside the school. Did Ross really intend to let loose a hundred rotters on him and his friends? How could they ever survive such an attack with Ross at the helm? It was barbaric. But Tomas knew better than to think that would stop Ross. 

Ross pinned Tomas to the wall with a chuckle, his eyes bloodshot and his breath foul. Tomas’ eyes widened in fear as foam rose to Ross’ lips like a rabid dog. But the foam wasn’t white.

It was blood red.

“They’ve never once let me down. They never will again,” Ross hissed. “We’re hungry, Tomas. It’s time for us to feast.”
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