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   Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Luke sprinted back to the farm, away from the oncoming rotter invasion. His heart was hammering hard against his chest and he could hear blood pounding in his ears. They didn’t have long to prepare before the rotters would be upon them. He felt sick at the thought of their clawing hands, their foul breath, their splintered skin peeling back to reveal the bone beneath. Only a week before, his main concern had been passing his A-Level exams.  
 
    Now, he feared they wouldn’t live to see another day. 
 
    As he made it back to the house, the others were beginning to gather in the yard. Ginge, her freckled face creased in concern. Cassie, holding Poppy’s trembling shoulders. Rori, his face pale as he watched the approaching army of rotters. Heidi, twirling a bloodied knitting needle in one hand, a screwdriver in another. 
 
    One by one, they all piled out of the house, their expressions darkening as they realized the trouble that had arrived on their doorstep. Luke saw his feelings mirrored by every single one of them. He hated seeing that his friends were as afraid as he was. He feared that it meant they were even more screwed than he’d previously thought. 
 
    “How many are there?” Warren asked at last, his voice wobbling as he slipped his hand into Ginge’s. Luke shook his head. 
 
    “Too many to count.” 
 
    “I can’t understand what’s drawing them here,” Ginge whispered. “We’ve been so careful.” 
 
    “Maybe something is pushing them closer instead,” Eliza murmured. 
 
    “We don’t have time to worry about that. They’re coming whether we bloody like it or not,” Heidi pointed out. “How are we going to do this? There must be twenty of them to each one of us, if not more.” 
 
    “We have to keep them away from the house,” Luke decided. “We need a headstart. And that means taking the fight to them. We should pick them off as best as we can before we’re forced to retreat.” He caught Ginge’s eye, and could see the fear for her family reflected back at him. “Hannah and Billy should be safe in the attic while we handle the rotters. We can’t afford to wait around. We have to start fighting now.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say,” Rori said dryly. 
 
    “Where’s Cara?” Luke asked Ginge. “We’ll need her out here.”  
 
    Ginge raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? Have you met my sister? There’s no chance she’s going to fight with us.” 
 
    “We need all the help we can get. The rest of us aren’t going to die because she doesn’t want to get her hands dirty. Get her out here. Hannah can watch Billy. Besides…if none of us make it out, then Cara won’t be enough to save them anyway.” 
 
    “Jeez, Luke!” Ginge snapped. “This isn’t helping!” 
 
    “No one is dying today,” Cassie said firmly. “If we stick together and fight hard we can get through this. We’ve done it once before, and we’ll do it again. We’ll do it as many times as we need to.” 
 
    “Agreed. Inspirational pep talk,” Heidi said, stepping forward. “I say we go in, all guns blazing. We don’t have a choice. If we don’t win this fight, then we’re not exactly sticking around for the next one, are we?” 
 
    The comment chilled Luke to his core. The idea that the next hour could determine the rest of their lives made his stomach churn.  
 
    “Alright!” Luke said, clapping his hands together.  “We’re going to do this properly. We’ll divide into pairs. Stick to your partner; don’t leave them even for one minute. We’ve got to look out for each other.” He pointed right at Joe. “You. You’re coming with me. I want to be able to keep an eye on you. We’ll lead the assault.” 
 
    Joe’s face paled, but he didn’t even try to argue. He and Luke were already on unsteady terms, and Luke got the sense that he didn’t want to cross him and make it worse. Luke nodded to Eliza and Cassie. 
 
    “You two can stick together, come up behind me and Joe. And you two as well,” he said, gesturing at Rori and Heidi. “You’re all confident enough to fight. And then we can have Cara and Poppy at the back catching any stragglers that get through us.” Luke wanted their strongest fighters at the forefront of the ambush, and he knew which of his friends worked well together. 
 
    “Hey,” Warren said, stepping forward. He glanced down, as if just realizing that he was holding Ginge’s hand. Even in the darkness, he couldn’t hide his blush. “You’re forgetting us.” 
 
    “Get inventive,” Luke said dryly. “Just stick together and get stuck in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ginge reassured Warren. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
      
 
    Joe’s palms were sweating as he took up his hammer and knife. He’d found over the past few weeks that his strength came to his advantage when caving the softened skulls of the dead. But he got the impression they might not have the luxury of space, and the knife, in close combat, made him feel safer. It was certainly more reliable, if he could get close enough to slice through the rotter’s eyes… 
 
    And yet he hated doing it. Looking into their undead eyes and wondering whose soul used to reside behind them. Squelching his blade through the softness of the eyeball to hit the brain and wondering when his life got so damn strange. 
 
    “Focus,” Luke hissed in Joe’s ear. “We’re going to be at the forefront of it. You lose focus, you’ll lose your life. You’ll get us both killed.” 
 
    Joe nodded solemnly. Luke was right. Now wasn’t the time for an existential crisis. He rolled back his shoulders and took a deep breath. It was time to get in the zone. 
 
    “Alright everyone, this is it!” Luke cried over the moans and growls of the rotters. “Let’s keep the pressure up. And for God’s sake, try not to die. Keep as much of your skin covered as possible and avoid bites, look out for one another, watch out for rotters…and be careful.” 
 
    Joe swallowed down the lump that was forming in his throat. It felt like they were walking toward their deaths as Luke led the charge, the others following in tight formation. He kept his eyes forward, on the masses of rotters headed toward them, and worried about what was to come. What if he lost everyone he’d so quickly become attached to? What if he was bitten and slowly had to become one of those things? What if this was the end of everything he’d ever known, the final stand? 
 
    Get out of your head, he told himself. This isn’t the end. It’s the beginning. And you have to keep fighting until the end. 
 
    Luke made the first attack. He lunged in, grabbing a female rotter by her hair and sliding his knife easily through her sunken eye socket.  
 
    The fight had begun. 
 
    Joe took a deep breath and made his first kill, bringing his hammer down hard on top of a rotter’s head. Its knees buckled under the force, crumpling to the ground like a rag doll.  
 
    One down, thousands to go. 
 
    For the first time, Joe knew what it was like to be truly surrounded by the rotters. The army of the undead extended ahead of him, seemingly endless. Alone in his home for the first week, he’d only encountered the rotted form of his former landlord. Since then, he’d taken rotters down, but not en masse. Now, helplessness clung to his chest as he tried to figure out which target to take down next in the darkness of the night. 
 
    But the others had survived an ordeal like this once, he told himself. He saw how well they worked together, falling into step with one another seamlessly. He used that thought to push himself in the direction of another rotter, grabbing it by the shoulders and thrusting his knife into its face. Blood splattered his own face and he fought the bile rising in his throat. He didn’t have to look to know it was dead. 
 
    Luke pushed further into the ranks of the rotters, shouting for Joe to follow. Joe couldn’t see why anyone could possibly think that was a good idea. If they went too deep, they could be surrounded from all sides. An attack could come from any direction. But when he saw Luke fanning out to the side, he understood what he needed him to do. They were clearing a path through the center of the horde for the rest of the group behind them. Instead of facing them head on, they could move out to the sides and eliminate each threat as they got closer to the house. 
 
    Luke was smart, Joe had to give him that.  
 
    Joe struck to his left, taking out several rotters in succession before they could seize him with their rotten fingers. But the pressure was building. With each one he took down, three more appeared from the gloom. In the dark, surrounded by a cacophony of noise, it was impossible to tell where they were coming from until they were almost upon him. 
 
    The first time he felt a hand brush his arm, he yelped. He jumped back instinctively, hitting another rotter in the torso. Like a venus flytrap, the rotter's arms locked around him, caging him in. Panic took over, and Joe squirmed away from its gnashing teeth. But the rotter’s grip was surprisingly strong. There was still a human resemblance in its face. It wasn’t long turned, and it had clearly once been a well-built man.  
 
    It only reminded Joe that being strong wouldn’t always keep him safe. 
 
    But his strength did give him one advantage. Remembering something he’d learned in a self-defense class, he lifted his knees in the air and let his weight naturally break him free. He and the rotter crashed to the ground. 
 
    But his attacker didn’t give up, and others were advancing. When Joe looked to the sky, he saw three monstrous faces above him, drool hanging from their withered lips, their eyes keen at the prospect of fresh meat. Joe rolled over, desperately stabbing at the rotter he’d toppled to finish it off. But it wasn’t enough to stop the others advancing on him, falling to their knees to begin their feast. 
 
    And yet Joe wasn’t ready to die. With his knife in one hand and his hammer in the other, he lashed out wildly. His knife thrust straight through the eye of one rotter while his hammer crashed down on another’s skull. His leg kicked out to keep the third back while he dislodged his knife and messily finished off the second rotter with another smash that put a dent in its head. Joe was breathing hard, running on adrenaline, as he turned his focus to the third. It didn’t know to be afraid of him, running on pure instinct, but in that moment, Joe felt unstoppable. He clambered to his feet and pinned the rotter down with one foot, yelling as he plunged his knife downward. 
 
    Gore sprayed his face, but he didn’t have time to wipe it away. Now that he was back on his feet, the world was coming back into focus. He was right in the fray, the rotters around him not seeming to know which target to go for next. It had bought him a few seconds, but that wouldn’t last. He had to get his head in the game.  
 
    He could see Luke not far away, ruthlessly making his way through the rotters. Cassie and Eliza were working in tandem, their faces set in grim determination as they attacked. Way at the back, Poppy was trying to encourage Cara to get stuck in, but terror was clouding her face. 
 
    Joe couldn’t blame her.  
 
    But now wasn’t the time for uncertainty. Now was the time to let instinct carry him. Now was the time to allow fight or flight to lead him. It was survival of the fittest. 
 
    And he intended to stay alive. 
 
      
 
    Cassie gritted her teeth as she felt the first splashes of rain on her face. The last thing that they needed to make their battle even harder was a sudden downpour. She hadn’t even seen the clouds smothering the night sky, and now, cold droplets were shocking her back into the present. She’d been in a sort of frenzy, killing rotters left, right and center, but now, she took a moment to notice the blood coating her shaking hands.  
 
    Eliza jumped a little beside Cassie as thunder crashed in the distance. The next moment, a flash of lightning lit up the night sky, slicing through the inky darkness above. In the light, Cassie could see the rotters clearer, closer. Cassie’s heart jolted. In the middle of the battle, she’d almost forgotten how terrifying the horde was. When the sky darkened once more and sent them back into the unknown, Cassie felt the distinct sense that they were in trouble. 
 
    To her right, she could hear Rori and Heidi getting stuck in, the pair of them fighting back to back against the oncoming creatures. Cassie took a moment to catch her breath, walking backwards to keep the rotters at a distance. They were gradually being pushed closer to the house, where the kids were hiding away in the attic from the fight. It made Cassie sick to think of anything happening to them. To any of them.  
 
    But it seemed inevitable that the rotters would reach their home. There were too many of them. A few rotters on their own weren’t a threat. They could easily handle those. But en masse? That was too much for their small group to deal with. Already, Cassie could feel tiredness settling in her muscles. None of them were built to sustain a fight for so long. 
 
    And their fight was far from over. 
 
    Cassie’s lungs heaved in air. She knew that no matter how long they had to fight, she’d find a way to carry on. Her body might be exhausted, but she’d rather be tired than dead.  
 
    Another crack of thunder made her body jolt like she’d been hit with a whip. It was the signal she needed to bring herself back into the moment. A few paces away, Eliza was preparing herself to take on two rotters that were ambling toward her. Cassie rushed to her side and grabbed one of them, ending it quickly with one violent stab through the forehead. It was completely against her nature, using such brute force. She’d never been the sort of person who could even consider being physically violent, and yet now, it was her lifeline. For some of the others, it seemed to come easily, but every stab of her blade felt like one to her heart. 
 
    “Thanks,” Eliza panted as they finished with the two rotters, their corpses dropping to the ground. Ahead of them, another dozen or so were left unattended, unnoticed by the others fighting their own battles. Cassie and Eliza exchanged a silent nod and advanced together. Cassie knew that of everyone on the field, Eliza was as sensitive to what they were doing as she was. This wasn’t the way they ever expected to have to live.   
 
    But it was their only choice. And that was what Cassie told herself as she got too close for comfort with the next rotter, feeling its hands clamoring at her back, trying to claw her skin. She looked into its eyes for a moment too long as she slid her knife through the socket, feeling its body go stiff as she ended its life. She tried not to acknowledge the fact that the rotter was wearing a Ghostbusters t-shirt, or that there was a wedding ring still clinging to his swollen finger. She moved to the next one, shoving her shoulder into it so that it toppled against another, sending a third rotter tumbling to the floor like dominos. Cassie got on her knees and with three wild stabs, they were gone. It should have felt like relief, but it felt like something much stranger, something much more out of place. 
 
    It felt like wasted potential. 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” Eliza murmured to her as they continued deeper into the battle. “They’re gone. There’s no bringing them back…they probably don’t even feel a thing.” 
 
    Probably. That was what disturbed Cassie the most. She swallowed down the thought and carried on. Because she had to. Even if somehow, these things had some shred of humanity left within them, she couldn’t let that be the death of her. She would trade what was left of their humanity for her own in a heartbeat.  
 
    Tears burned her eyes for a brief moment, but she blinked them away, the heat of them on her cheeks a contrast to the icy rainfall. She was soaked to the skin now, her clothes heavier for it, but still she fought.  
 
    As the corpses fell, Cassie took no pride in it. No amount of scrubbing would allow her to forget the blood on her hands from this night. The rotters were a blur to her now, but they’d take shape in her dreams. Women, men, children. That’s who they were once. 
 
    But not anymore. 
 
    And even as they took down rotter after rotter, more appeared. Those tireless creatures just kept coming, streaming in off the main road, appearing through the darkness and over the flat fields. Their blood was staining the grass beneath their feet, spoiling the crops, and yet, there were still so many alive. If anything, it felt like there were more than before, closing in on them like the fog of a nightmare. For a moment, hopelessness clung at Cassie’s heart. How the hell were they going to pull it off? 
 
    Lightning flashed once more, showing the rotters spanning back for what seemed like miles. They were hundreds strong, and there were only a handful of them. Cassie stumbled back a little, almost tripping over a corpse. They were fighting hard, but the horde wouldn’t stop for a single second until they were all dead. How could they compete with that? 
 
    “Where the hell are Warren and Ginge? We need them,” Eliza cried out, her terrified face illuminated by another strike of lightning. Cassie shook her head. She had no idea. She’d seen them running off in the direction of the barns before the battle began, but since then, nothing.  
 
    Wherever they were, she hoped they were going to pull something out of the bag. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Do I want to know what this idea is?” Warren yelled as he raced across the yard after Ginge. They were running away from the fight, not towards it like everyone else was. Warren had caught Luke narrowing his eyes suspiciously at their retreating backs. He sincerely hoped that Ginge had thought this through. They didn’t have much time, and though the rotters made his skin crawl and his stomach sick, he didn’t want to leave his new friends high and dry, fighting for their lives. 
 
    “Just trust me!” Ginge shouted back. 
 
    But he didn’t have much choice in the matter, did he? Warren had been putting his trust in these people, who’d once been strangers to him, since that first day. And that had kept him alive so far. Now, it was his time to prove his worth. To prove to Ginge that he too, could be trusted. 
 
    Warren followed in Ginge’s wake as they charged over the bridge towards the barns. He swore as he nearly stumbled over in the gloom. The sky was seemingly getting darker above them, and that did nothing to soothe his heart as it hammered in his chest. Warren didn’t like being close to the rotters during the day, let alone at night. He had only just got used to getting his hands dirty with the cows. He didn’t feel ready for hand-to-hand combat again. 
 
    Feeling a stab of fear, Warren hurried to catch up with Ginge. He didn’t know how she managed to run in wellies, but she’d quickly outpaced him. He followed her past the barns on to an open field that was thankfully devoid of rotters. 
 
    He saw immediately where Ginge was leading them. 
 
    A rusting red tractor stood abandoned in the field. Warren thundered to a halt beside Ginge as they reached the vehicle.  
 
    “You’re mad,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “We’re safer up there than amongst the rotters,” Ginge said grimly. “And if we’re lucky, we can use it to knock some of them down.” 
 
    Ginge hoisted herself gracefully up into the cabin. She fumbled around under the seat for the keys. She found them with a cry of triumph and turned them in the ignition. The engine roared to life, before being drowned out by a crash of thunder that made Warren jump. Ginge grinned down at him, curly hair framing her freckled face as her eyes shone. 
 
    “Have you ever been in a tractor before?” Ginge shouted over the engine’s growl. 
 
    “Well…no, actually,” he admitted sheepishly. 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    Ginge slid the driver’s seat back. Satisfied, she hopped down from the tractor’s cabin, her wellies squelching in the mud. She patted Warren encouragingly on the arm. The gesture was meant for reassurance, but all it did was remind Warren that he was out of his depth. He had been since day one. And yet, he couldn’t bear to let Ginge down. Whatever she had planned needed to work, for all of their sakes. And for that to happen, they needed to rely on one another. 
 
    So, he ignored the way that Ginge’s father’s coat hung off his skinny frame and placed a foot unsteadily inside the tractor’s tyre. He tried to copy Ginge’s ascent, pulling himself clumsily into the driver’s cabin. The cabin was small and smelt strongly of fertilizer. A mirror ball hung from the rear-view mirror and hay littered the floor. One thing Warren noticed that might halt their plan was that there was no passenger seat. Crouched, he turned to face Ginge. 
 
    “There’s only one seat.” 
 
    “Sit down,” Ginge ordered. 
 
    Warren sat. He felt completely out of place in the driver’s seat. He hoped the discomfort didn’t show in his face, even as he struggled to peer over the steering wheel. 
 
    “Where are you going to sit?” he asked. She didn’t expect him to drive the tractor alone, did she? 
 
    But Ginge had already pulled herself into the cabin and was nestling herself on his lap. Warren felt heat rise up his neck at their proximity. It could have been romantic, if not for the bloodied ax Ginge had propped against the steering wheel. Seemingly unfazed by their closeness, Ginge tested the pedals with her feet. She hummed with satisfaction, slamming the tractor door shut. 
 
    “This is…cozy,” Warren commented. 
 
    “We’ll live,” Ginge growled. “Nobody is dying on my watch tonight.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t fancy our chances?” Warren mumbled nervously. 
 
    Ignoring him, Ginge took the steering wheel in her hands. She flicked the headlights on, illuminating the empty field before them. There was no need to be subtle in their approach. The element of surprise didn’t seem to factor into Ginge’s plan.  
 
    “I’ll drive; you can direct me,” she told him.  
 
    “Have you driven this before?” 
 
    “Once or twice…” 
 
    “Once or twice?” Warren squeaked. 
 
    “Look, if you don’t feel safe- 
 
    “-I didn’t say that-” 
 
    “-you’re welcome to join the others-” 
 
    A loud clap of thunder interrupted their bickering. At the sound, the pair seemingly snapped back to the present. Their friends needed them. 
 
    Ginge released the handbrake and the tractor rolled forwards. They’d moved barely a few yards before the tractor hit a ditch and lurched violently to the left, jerking them both out of the seat. Warren’s shoulder crashed against the window, and he felt Ginge’s elbow ram painfully into his temple. 
 
    For a moment they were a tangle of limbs, scrabbling for balance as Ginge wrestled to gain control of the steering wheel. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ginge said. “Did I not mention that it was going to be a bumpy ride?” 
 
    “You didn’t. Must have slipped your mind,” Warren grumbled, rubbing his temple where he’d collided with Ginge. “Are there any seatbelts in this thing?” 
 
    But Ginge was, as ever, already a step ahead of him, reaching behind his shoulder for the belt. Her hair tickled his cheek and their eyes, inches from each other, met for the briefest moment. 
 
    But then Ginge had turned away, clicking the belt into place to secure them both. Her attention was firmly back on the fight at hand, and Warren took a steadying breath.  
 
    Focus. 
 
    “Lone rotter at two o’clock,” Warren warned as they set off across the fields. Ginge turned the steering wheel to the right obediently, crushing the snarling rotter beneath the tractor’s tyres into pulp. Warren tried to ignore the grind of bones beneath the tractor’s wheels, and the way its skull splattered like a watermelon under the weight. 
 
    “Well that’s promising,” Ginge said brightly. 
 
    “What’s our plan?” Warren asked her. She steered them towards the oncoming swarm of rotters as thunder clapped above their heads. Warren could just make out the figures of his friends in the gloom, slashing their way furiously through the horde. Corpses littered the field, but more rotters were pouring towards them. From the tractor’s vantage point, they could see that the rotters were coming from the west, where the residential areas lay. He wished they were able to communicate with the fighters on the ground. 
 
    Ginge took a sharp intake of breath. The situation was worse than they’d initially thought. Even from the relative safety of the tractor’s cabin, Warren felt his skin prickle with fear.  
 
    “There’s got to be hundreds of rotters out there,” he breathed. Their friends were strong fighters, but his stomach churned at the thought that they might not all make it out in one piece. 
 
    “You didn’t think we’d be able to take them down using knives and fists alone, did you?” Ginge said. “We’re the muscle now.” 
 
    And there it was. The ride or die instinct that he’d put his trust in since the first day. She was the only one who could bring it out of him. He couldn’t explain how Ginge always had a solution to their problems, how she was always able to anticipate what their next move should be. Only she could think beyond just relying on the brute strength of their combined manpower. 
 
    “So we’re the big guns?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Ginge pressed her foot down hard on the accelerator, and Warren clung to the seat as if his life depended on it. Rain had begun to pour in sheets around them, the headlights cutting through the darkness and illuminating the chaos before them. 
 
    “Let’s squish them down and make some zombie soup.” 
 
      
 
    “I bloody hope Ginge has a plan to help us!” Rori shouted over to Heidi.  He swung his blood-splattered baseball bat down onto the head of the nearest rotter, then lashed out with the knife in his left hand, slashing the skin of the zombie behind him. Pus oozed from the incision, and blood poured all over the creature as it stumbled and joined its fallen comrades lying immobile on the floor. 
 
    “They won’t just leave us!” Heidi assured him. “Ginge will have something up her sleeve!” 
 
    “Well, she better hurry up,” Rori panted, swatting another rotter so hard that it crashed skulls with another beside it. They both tumbled to the ground. Rori’s arms were aching, his muscles tight. “I don’t know how much longer we can keep at this.” 
 
    Heidi yelped as a rotter got a little too close for comfort. She quickly dispatched it with a jab of her knitting needle. It was turning out to be a pretty handy little weapon.  
 
    “Are you kidding? I could do this forever,” she said. Rori didn’t have to see Heidi to know that she had rolled her eyes. He was about to respond, but he heard a growl behind him and instinctively whirled around, coming face to face with a lanky rotter. Panicking, Rori plunged his knife into the creature’s skull, feeling it crack beneath the force before it lodged in the gray matter of the brain. The creature crumpled, dead at once, but as Rori tried to pull the knife back out, it remained stuck.  
 
    “Come on,” he growled, pulling at the knife handle again. He stumbled, his second failed attempt sending him off-balance. He fell down with the rotter, his senses filled with the smell of decaying flesh. The fight for his knife continued, but it was well and truly stuck.  
 
    He couldn’t afford the time to try and get it back. The dead were swarming them now, getting closer with every second that passed. Heidi was lashing out with her weaponry, doing her best to keep the rotters at bay, but the fight was starting to look like a losing battle.  
 
    Across the field, it seemed the others were beginning to feel the pressure too. It was like something had snapped in them all, a desperate survival instinct to protect their home. Eliza’s sensitive, quiet demeanor had been destroyed and now, she was stabbing and slashing relentlessly at the ranks of the undead. As Rori got back to his feet with only his baseball bat for protection, he saw Joe, his face as red as his hair, circled by a group of rotters. Rori’s heart squeezed in fear and he rushed to Joe’s aid, unable to stop himself crying out as he threw himself into the fight. Heidi was right behind him, pulling a rotter away from Joe viciously and driving her screwdriver through the back of its skull. It was chaos, with clamoring hands grappling for living flesh. But they fought harder than ever before, determined that none of them would join the ranks of the rotters. 
 
    And that was when they heard the grumbling of the tractor.  
 
    Rori looked up for just a second and saw the heavy vehicle trundling toward them with Ginge red-faced at the wheel. The rotters seemed awe struck for a moment, each of them turning their heads toward the sound and forgetting the delectable meals in front of them. Rori knew they needed to use that to their advantage. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” he cried out to the others. They too snapped from their daze, and the fight returned in their hearts. Before the rotters knew what was hitting them, they were back in their killing frenzy. All the while, the tractor was hurtling toward them, ready to mow down some rotters. 
 
    It might just about be enough to save them. 
 
      
 
    Eliza liked to think methodically, and that applied to her rotter killing, too. There was a method to her madness, so to speak. She coaxed the rotters, luring them away from the thick of the battle in order to spread them out. She backed up as far as she could before taking each of them down, slicing through their rubbery skulls like she was stabbing into a melon and not a human head. If a rotter got too close, she’d swiftly kick into the soft flesh of their growling stomachs, sending them sprawling onto their backs so that she could finish the job.  
 
    And yet it wasn’t enough. Not even the sight of Ginge and Warren, plowing across the fields in a blaze of glory, was enough to make her feel better. When she looked back to the group, they still seemed so small among the army of the undead. In fact, she was certain she couldn’t see everyone there. Cara was nowhere that she could see, and Joe looked to be swarmed by the creatures. Were they about to lose someone?  
 
    Had they lost someone already?  
 
    All she knew was that she had to keep going. Her eyes were filled with unshed tears that she couldn’t seem to make go away, but she gritted her teeth and got stuck in. Her arms were slick with blood, but she was just grateful that none of it was her own. 
 
    “We need to fall back!” Luke cried out over the sound of thunder crackling across the sky. “They’re getting too close to the house!” 
 
    Eliza looked over her shoulder. To her horror, she could see that the rotters seemed to be coming from all directions, swarming toward the house. She and Cassie exchanged a glance before running back toward their home. Luke caught up to them, running a little lopsidedly on his sore ankle.  
 
    “Cara and Poppy are meant to be covering the back,” Luke said through gritted teeth. “Where the hell are they?”  
 
    Eliza didn’t have an answer to that question, and there was no time to go searching. She attacked the nearest rotter from behind, grabbing it by the shirt and slicing through its head. When Eliza looked back, she saw her sister and Rori falling back too, and she spotted a flash of Poppy’s red hair in the field. They were all moving back toward the house as Ginge and Warren came rolling in on their tractor. 
 
    “Ginge and Warren can block the oncoming rotters while we deal with these,” Luke said breathlessly, his shirt soaked through with sweat even on the cool evening. Eliza knew they weren’t built to survive a fight this long. They were just kids. Now, their quickly-formed plans were falling apart before their eyes.  
 
    “Don’t give up,” Cassie panted as she took down another rotter, dodging out of the way of its collapsing frame. “Don’t give up…” 
 
    It was almost as though she was telling herself rather than her friends. They slashed and smacked and pushed until their muscles were at their limits, the rain making it nearly impossible to see. It blurred Eliza’s vision until she was terrified she might start taking down her friends instead of the monsters attacking their home. 
 
    She was filled with a new sense of anger. Anger that this was what their life had come to. Blinking away raindrops from her eyelashes, her hair plastered to her face, she looked around her. Lightning across the sky only added to the painting of a nightmare in front of her eyes. It made her want to weep. It made her want to go wild.  
 
    She’d never had such a desire to kill before.  
 
    The feeling was a punch to the gut that she didn’t have the time to deal with. The rotters just kept coming. There were so many lying dead on the ground now that it was becoming hard to move for them. And as Eliza looked up, she saw her sister tumble backward over a dead rotter, landing hard on her back as more loomed over her. 
 
    Eliza didn’t think for a single second before breaking into a run. Rori was fighting close to Heidi, but he hadn’t noticed her go down. With her clothes weighed down by the rain, it felt like she was running in slow motion to Heidi’s aid, though the rest of the world kept moving in double time. Too fast, a rotter was upon Heidi, her screwdriver knocked from her hand and the fear in her face saying so much that it made Eliza’s throat close up. 
 
    The war cry that was released from Eliza’s mouth didn’t feel like it belonged to her. At some point, she had left her own body and gone into automatic. The rotter atop Heidi looked up just in time for Eliza to slam her boot into its face, sending it sprawling. There were another two rotters coming for her sister, but Eliza opened her arms wide as though going for an embrace. Then, with all the strength she had inside her, she slammed into the two bodies, sending them sprawling to the ground so hard that she heard one of their neck’s snap. 
 
    The rest felt like a blur. She didn’t know how she’d managed to kill the rotters that lay around her, but she knew it was her who had done it. It took a long while for her to register Heidi’s hands on her shoulders, pulling her away from the scene. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re okay. We’re okay,” Heidi murmured in her ear. “You saved me.” 
 
    Eliza’s hands were still twitching, ready to put up a fight, but Heidi was right. As the world around her came into focus, she saw that she’d cleared the area of rotters so efficiently that the nearest one was meters away. Eliza allowed Heidi to drag her back toward the house, wondering what the hell had come over her. 
 
      
 
    “This is where it gets tricky,” Ginge said, maneuvering herself off of Warren’s lap. She swung the door of the tractor open, grabbing her ax, leaning precariously out of the vehicle. “Take the pedals and the wheel. I’m going to need to slice some of these things down.” 
 
    Warren’s mouth fell open. “You never said I’d be driving this thing!” 
 
    But even as he aired his concerns, his feet instinctively found the pedals and he gripped the steering wheel with both hands. But as they slowed down and veered clumsily toward the house and the thick of the fight, he took one hand off the wheel, ready to catch Ginge by the back of her coat if she fell. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” he shouted. “You could fall and break a bone! Or worse…two seconds and those things will be on you.” 
 
    Ginge whipped her head back to look at him, her hair billowing out wilder in the midst of the storm brewing overhead. “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but-” 
 
    “Then stop worrying about me. I can handle myself. Press down on the accelerator, hard.” 
 
    Warren was tentative as he pressed his foot hard against the first pedal. The vehicle jerked to a sudden stop, almost flinging Ginge out of the cabin. She clung hard to the door frame, her feet dangling above a snarling rotter that was half-trapped beneath the wheels of the tractor. With one swift slash of Ginge’s ax, the rotter’s head rolled across the field, its face frozen in a hungry sneer. Ginge swung herself away from danger. 
 
    “Warren,” she panted. “That was the brake.” 
 
    “Right - yes, sorry,” Warren apologized.  
 
    His foot found the right pedal, and he pressed down hard. The tractor lurched forwards as Warren took control of the vehicle. He gripped the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles went white. He ignored the shaking in his knees as he mowed through the rotters, wincing with each body that he flattened. Every bump sent a shudder up Warren’s spine. 
 
    They’re just speed bumps, he told himself. Just speed bumps. 
 
    But he’d never driven anything before, and he was terrified of losing control, of hurting someone. The ride in the tractor was already jerky, but it was nothing compared to the jittering of the vehicle as it mowed over something. Bones splintered under the tractor’s heavy weight, turning rotten flesh to mush. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate. That’s what will get us killed,” Ginge said, as if reading his mind. 
 
    Warren nodded, his throat tight. He kept his eyes on the battlefield ahead, afraid with every blink that he’d mistake one of their friends for rotters in the gloom. He was grateful for the tractor’s headlights cutting a path through the darkness. He imagined their friends were grateful for it too.  
 
    It was only now that Warren could see how many rotters had fallen. He could see on his friends’ gore-ridden faces that the fight had felt like a lifetime. The rain poured down on their weary shoulders, making the fields run red with the rotters’ blood. The sight made Warren’s stomach churn. 
 
    Suddenly, Warren felt the steering wheel shudder beneath his hand. Reluctantly, he put both hands on the wheel, hoping that Ginge could hang on. The tyres began to skid, and instead of mud splattering the wind screen, it was dark red blood that sprayed everywhere. The tractor slowed to a halt as a grinding noise emitted from the engine. 
 
     And as much as Warren rammed his foot on the accelerator, the vehicle refused to move. 
 
    “The wheels must be jammed!” Warren cried, panic in his voice. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Ginge leapt down from the tractor. Warren fumbled with the seat belt, trying to free himself to rush to her aid. 
 
    “Stay there!” Ginge shouted. “We need to get moving!” 
 
    Heart racing, Warren glanced back and forth between Ginge and the steering wheel. He fought the instinct to jump down into the fray with her, watching helplessly as the rotters ambled toward Ginge, spotting a new meal in their midst. Wielding her ax, Ginge took down the first rotters with ease. 
 
    When the area around her was clear, she peered at the mangled mess trapped inside the tyres. The ax hung loosely in her hands. 
 
    Warren saw the rotter creep up on her. He saw it drag its stiff legs in her direction, gray hands clawing the air greedily. 
 
    “Ginge, look out!” Warren screamed. 
 
    The rotter’s teeth were inches from her neck when Ginge spun around, grabbing the creature by its shoulders and smacking its head against the tyre. Its skull cracked against the tyre and the lifeless body slumped to the floor. 
 
    How would they be able to unblock the wheels when Ginge could be attacked from any direction? 
 
    Spying their dilemma, Rori ducked under the outstretched arms of a rotter and charged to Ginge’s aid. He grabbed a rotter from behind by the hood of its jumper, dragging it to the floor before smashing at its face viciously with his baseball bat. He aimed a kick at the next nearest creature, sending it sprawling away from Ginge. Savagely, he brought his boot down onto its head, cracking the skull. 
 
    As Rori fought the oncoming creatures, Ginge hacked away at the clumps of gore clogging up the wheels. Chunks of flesh and bone fell away from the rubber tyres. Every second felt as though it lasted too long, and Warren clung to the steering wheel, willing it to be over. He felt useless being away from Ginge’s side.  
 
    When it was over, and rotter remains littered the ground, Rori doubled over and retched.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” Ginge panted, wiping a hand across her forehead and smearing blood over her freckles. She squeezed Rori’s shoulder comfortingly. 
 
    “Any time,” Rori said, catching his breath. Beneath the bloodstains on his face, Warren could see that he was pale.  
 
    But there was no time to stop.  
 
    As Ginge clambered back into the tractor’s cabin, Warren tried the accelerator again. He let out a triumphant cheer as the vehicle rolled forwards. Rori raised a hand in their direction before sprinting back to rejoin Heidi in the thick of the fight. 
 
    “It’s a shame we don’t carry sick bags in tractors,” Ginge muttered. 
 
    And in spite of everything, Warren laughed. It was better to laugh than to cry. And now, they had control of the situation. With the tractor back on the move, Ginge rejoined him in the cabin and they began to advance. The tired ranks of their friends fell back toward the house and, as the rotters ambled toward them, Warren put his foot down on the pedal and charged toward them. 
 
    “So long, suckers,” Ginge said, readying herself for impact. Warren hit the first few rotters and they slowed down, the wheels turning slowly as they took down the dead. But it was working. One by one, the rotters were falling down before them. The others stood at the house, watching it all unfold and catching their breaths. 
 
    “You’re doing it!” Ginge cried out. “You’re the hero of the hour!” 
 
    Warren blushed. He never thought he’d be so complimented on his ability to mow down a bunch of dead people, but he was willing to take all the praise he could get. Their fight was far from over, but Warren had to admit they made a pretty good team. 
 
    And so the slaughter continued.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ginge wiped blood and sweat from her brow as she hopped down from the tractor, taking a brief moment to catch her breath. There were still rotters ambling across the fields and they didn’t seem to be stopping, but there weren’t any close enough to have her heart rate up. She and Warren had taken down so many on their tractor ride that it was giving them all time to regroup. She herself needed a few minutes to recuperate, to check on her siblings and make sure that everything was okay. 
 
    Beside her, Warren was trembling a little, the shock of the fight still coursing through him. She placed her hand on his cheek gently, their eyes meeting for a brief moment. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked gently. He nodded. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I know you need to check on the kids. I’ll come with you.”  
 
    Ginge nodded wordlessly and broke out into a jog toward the house. But the closer she got, the more anxious she became. She could see that the others were taking a minute to rest too, retreating back to the bungalow covered in blood. Ginge did a quick head count, her eyes darting around to check that everyone was accounted for.  
 
    And then her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Where’s Cara?” she asked. The others stopped in their tracks, glancing around them. They clearly hadn’t noticed in the fray of the fight that she wasn’t there. 
 
    “She…she’s probably in the house,” Cassie said, her eyes moving to the front door. But then her expression turned to one of horror when she saw something there. Ginge turned to see what was bothering her. 
 
    The front door was open. 
 
    Ginge felt sick to her stomach. She could see blood staining the mat in front of the door and trailing to the left of the house. Toward the bedrooms, toward the attic… 
 
    Had Cara been attacked? 
 
    Ginge rushed into the house and saw the trail of blood moving through the corridor. Two dead rotters were lying there and Ginge could hear Billy and Hannah whimpering from above. Ginge rushed to the base of where the ladder usually was for the attic, staring up at the terrified faces of her younger siblings. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Hannah nodded tearfully, her face scrunched up in fear.  
 
    “Where's Cara?” 
 
    “She…she was here, but she left,” Hannah said, gasping for air. “She wanted us to drop the ladder, but she was being chased…” 
 
    Ginge’s heart went cold. She felt guilt washing over her. She’d told Cara to join the fight. She’d told her that she needed to grow up and help out. And now she was missing, and there was blood everywhere, and Ginge had no idea if any of it belonged to her sister. 
 
    She had to know. 
 
    She ran out into the yard through the back door, which was also open wide. Ginge could see the empty barn on the other side of the stream, where a group of rotters were gathered outside, their undead fists hammering against the wood. Ginge felt sick. Would Cara have made it that far? And if so, was she still alive? 
 
    That’s when Ginge noticed the corpses. They seemed to leave a trail that led all the way to the barns. Ginge couldn’t picture Cara taking them down. Not by herself. She’d barely even held a knife before that night. One of the other groups must have been responsible for taking them down.  
 
    But something was drawing the rotters to the barn. Live bait was all that Ginge could think. She was sure that if her sister was still alive, she was in there, fighting for her life.  
 
    If Cara was still alive, Ginge didn’t care how many rotters she had to kill. She was going to reach her. She set off in a run, her ax swinging wildly at her side as her arms pumped. She let out a loud cry and slowly, the rotters turned their heads toward her. It was Ginge against at least twenty of them, but that wasn’t about to stop her. In that moment, nothing was more important than saving Cara.  
 
    And then, across the yard, she saw that she wasn’t alone. Running side by side, Joe and Luke were heading toward the barns. They were bloodstained and sweating, but ready for action. It took Ginge a moment to realize they were there to help her out. She felt her throat close up a little. She was used to doing everything by herself, used to running the show…but she didn’t have to do that anymore.  
 
    She wasn’t alone anymore. 
 
    But Cara was still in danger, and Ginge had no plans to slow down. If anything, her emotion only spurred her on. She ran hard and fast, crying out as she chopped a rotter out of her way. The ax was heavy and hard to swing, but she barely felt the strain on her arms. It didn’t matter. 
 
    She could rest when her sister was safe. 
 
    And now, others were joining the fight once again. Poppy and Cassie rounded the corner of the house, Cassie pinning a rotter to the brick wall and stabbing through its eye. Ginge told herself that with more people joining her in the fight, she could focus on getting to Cara instead. 
 
    The doors to the barn were straining as the rotters pressed their weight against them. Ginge wasn’t sure if she imagined it, but she thought she could hear screams from within. Her lungs were burning, but as she finally got close to the barn, she didn’t waste a second in getting stuck in. She didn’t worry for herself as she grabbed the first rotter and shoved it back from the door, hoping her friends would take care of it.  
 
    The rotters turned their attention to her, sensing the arrival of new prey. But Ginge had no intention of becoming rotter food. With a swift arc of her ax, the face of a rotter caved beneath her blade. As it crumpled to the ground, she took care of another by kicking it hard, sending it flying into several others like dominos.  
 
    “Hang on, Cara!” Ginge cried out as she sliced with her ax and gore splattered her face. “I’m coming!”  
 
    Ginge felt a hand grasp onto her shoulder and turned to see a rotter’s festering face snarling at her. She butted her elbow into its sunken ribs and then stomped on its foot so hard that she heard the ankle snap, sending the creature tumbling to the ground. 
 
    The others were fighting tooth and nail with the rotters, exhausted by the battle, but unwilling to give up. Luke was wrestling with two rotters at once, trying to jab his knife into one of their eyes. Joe was sweating as he warily led some of the rotters away from the doors. He managed to catch Ginge’s eye, nodding to the doors. 
 
    “We’ll handle this,” he cried out. “Get to Cara!” 
 
    Ginge checked her surroundings one last time, making sure that nothing could follow her inside, before she bashed her shoulder against the door. It was shut from the inside with a wooden panel locking the doors in place, so Ginge slid her hand through the gap she’d made and lifted the wooden bar. All of a sudden, she was crashing through the big doors, hoping to find her sister safe and sound on the other side. 
 
    But all Ginge saw was red. 
 
    The barn was slick with blood. Ginge recoiled, like someone had punched her in the gut. Her vision was blurred. She couldn’t process what she was seeing. She’d been riding on the hope that everything was going to be okay. That it just had to be… 
 
    But there was so much blood. So much blood that it looked as though nothing could have survived the massacre before her eyes. Ginge’s ears had canceled out the noise of the battle behind her. In fact, every sense she had was muted, like she wasn’t really there at all.  
 
    Let this be a dream, let this be a dream… 
 
    But then a hand on her shoulder brought her back to reality. Her eyes readjusted. And she could see a small frame in front of her, curled up and small. Whoever it was seemed to still be alive, judging by the way they trembled. 
 
    “She’s alive,” Poppy’s voice said reassuringly in Ginge’s ear. “We need to check on her.” 
 
    Ginge stumbled forward on trembling legs, looking closer at the person on the ground. She was covered in blood, her face barely recognizable…and yet Ginge knew her.  
 
    Cara lay on the ground, sobbing, covered in blood. Around her, the corpses of around ten rotters were strewn out, gore and guts staining the hay red. Ginge ran to her sister’s side, her heart pummeling so fast that she felt sick. 
 
    “Cara…oh my God, Cara…” 
 
    She checked her sister over, looking for any signs that she had been bitten. When she couldn’t find any obvious injuries, she grabbed her sister by the shoulders, her hands becoming slick with blood. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Cara could do nothing, but sob. Poppy followed up behind Ginge and knelt at her side, placing a gentle hand on Cara’s cheek to calm her. 
 
    “She’s cold,” Poppy said. “I think she’s in shock.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Ginge whispered. “You weren’t ready for this. I knew you weren’t ready…” 
 
    Cara continued to cry, but Ginge felt certain that her only scars were mental ones. She’d somehow managed to come out of her battle unscathed. Ginge suspected that instinct had kicked in and put her into survival mode.  
 
    That was the one reason her sister was alive. 
 
    Ginge pulled Cara into her arms and rocked her gently like a child. Outside, the growls of rotters continued and the fight went on, but for the moment, that didn’t matter. Ginge was the head of the family, now. She had to protect her kids, even when she didn’t know how she could possibly shield them from the horrors of the world. 
 
    “We should try and get her out of here,” Poppy said gently. “It can’t be good for her to stay here.” 
 
    “I’ve got her,” Ginge said, gently lifting Cara in her arms. Cara was much too old to be carried like a baby, but she still clung to Ginge like a lifeline, and Ginge held her tightly. Her sister needed her and that was all that mattered. 
 
    “I’ll keep you safe,” Ginge said as they walked out into the darkness. Out into the battlefield, where rotters were falling like flies at the mercy of her friends. Cara’s face buried into Ginge’s neck, shielding her from the sight. 
 
    But there was no one to stop Ginge seeing it all. The blood, the gore, the horror. There was no one to cover her eyes and protect her from it all. She’d lost that feeling when she lost her parents. She’d lost that feeling when she took charge of the farm and opted to keep everyone safe.  
 
    If that was the sacrifice she had to make, she was willing to do it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Fletcher wondered, as he was hauled backwards through the fire door, how many close encounters he was going to have with death. 
 
    Patrick and Charlie hurtled through the fire door behind him, and someone Fletcher couldn’t see slammed it shut. A heavy bolt slid into place - to lock them inside or keep the Zeds out, Fletcher hadn’t yet decided.  
 
    “Are you alright?” a voice asked. Fletcher blinked, adjusting to the new lighting in the room. 
 
    Their apparent saviors were two older boys, who looked just as surprised to find the group stranded on the fire escape as Fletcher was to be rescued from it. They kept their distance warily from the new arrivals, eyeing them up on the stairwell. 
 
    The taller of the two boys was broad and muscular. His skin was tanned, and he had the healthy look of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. He wore a rather frayed cap on top of his thick brown hair. In comparison, the shorter of the boys was slim, with skin the color of pennies, warm brown eyes and dark, curly hair. A silver chain glinted around his slender neck. 
 
    “That’s a tough question to answer,” Fletcher said. “How about an easier one?” 
 
    The taller boy cocked his head to one side, considering this. “Did any of the biters get you?” 
 
    “No,” Zoe said, as Fletcher shook his head. 
 
    “That’s something,” the taller boy said, looking relieved. “Pardon our man-handling, but we heard you banging on the door and thought we’d investigate.” 
 
    “I don’t mind being man-handled,” Zoe mumbled quietly. 
 
    “I doubt those things have got the courtesy to knock,” his shorter companion added, seeming not to have heard Zoe. “So we took a gamble that you were human.” 
 
    “We weren’t exactly knocking…” Fletcher said. “More trying to knock the door down…” 
 
    “Well, you certainly brought some company with you,” the taller boy said. Even with the door bolted shut, they could still hear the hungry moans of the horde echoing in the empty stairwell. Fletcher shuddered. He wondered when the Zeds would lose interest in them. 
 
    Or if they ever would. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Fletcher replied drily. “Looks like you’ve got an uncontrollable pest problem now.” 
 
    The shorter boy’s lips twitched in the flicker of a smile. They were still sizing up Fletcher and his group, and Fletcher didn’t blame them. He was doing the same. Sure, they’d saved them from the Zeds - or biters - but that didn’t mean they were good people. 
 
    “Well, let’s not hang about on the stairwell all day,” the taller boy said. “I’m Will by the way,” he added by way of introduction. “This is Hakim.” 
 
    Will lead them down the stairs and through a corridor, making small talk with Zoe. Hakim fell into step beside Fletcher. They were a similar height, and whilst Will gave off a surfer look, Fletcher guessed from Hakim’s lean build that he was maybe a runner. 
 
    “Where have you come from?” Hakim asked. 
 
    “The high school,” Fletcher said. “I was there the day it…started.” 
 
    “What was it like there?” 
 
    “Horrible. Claustrophobic. We were barricaded in the cafeteria, waiting for help to arrive. But it never did. There were so many Zeds…” 
 
    “Zeds?” 
 
    “Sorry - I think you call them biters?” The word ‘Zed’ had begun to feel strangely childish in his mouth. It reminded him of innocence. It belonged to another place, another time. A word that belonged on the lips of a fierce, curly-haired girl who’d fought to save them all. It felt like blasphemy almost, still referring to the monsters that had killed Nora that way. 
 
    Because that’s what they were, monsters. Any doubt Fletcher had had in his mind that they were still people had been erased when he’d seen a biter tear flesh from Nora’s shoulder. 
 
    “Anyway,” Fletcher continued. “Charlie and our friend Nora did their best to contain them on the other floors of the school. Then there was a power cut and we had to fight our way through them…”  
 
    Fletcher trailed off. He couldn’t quite believe what he was saying. It all sounded so surreal, and yet if Hakim was surprised, it didn’t show on his face.  
 
    “Did many of you make it out?”  
 
    Fletcher hung his head. “We wanted to leave, but a lot of the younger kids chose to stay,” he admitted sadly. It shouldn’t have felt like a failure, but it did.  
 
    “It’s hard to leave somewhere familiar when you’re scared.”  
 
    “We also lost one of our own, earlier today,” Fletcher said quietly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, man. It’s rough out there.” 
 
    Fletcher nodded and swallowed hard. He didn’t want to cry. Not in front of these new people. There was a lump in his throat that he did his best to ignore, his eyes diverted away from Hakim.  
 
    “Where are we?” Fletcher asked, wanting to change the conversation. Fletcher had grown up on the outskirts of the town, and whilst he would have recognized the building from the front, he was disorientated. He didn’t normally enter buildings through their fire escapes, after all. 
 
    “An outdoor supplies shop,” Hakim said. Recognition dawned in Fletcher’s memory. They’d been to the outdoor store last summer, before their first family camping trip. His mum had walked away having almost purchased the entire store. ‘Packing light’ wasn’t really a concept that she understood. 
 
    Thinking about his mum sent a pang of sadness through Fletcher. The ripped note that his parents had left for him and his sister was still tucked into the pocket of his jeans. It didn’t feel as though it was only that morning they’d done the sweep of the town.  
 
    “We only came in to get away from them.” Hakim shuddered. “But the place was untouched, so we decided to stay. We’ve even got food here - protein bars that will probably outlast us. They taste like shit, but they do the job alright. Besides…the biters can’t live forever, right?” 
 
    Fletcher didn’t reply. He didn’t like to think that the biters would become a permanent presence in his life, but he also didn’t see them going anywhere.  
 
    “We thought we’d try and fortify the town, eventually,” Hakim continued. “But there’s hundreds of them, and only a handful of us.” 
 
    The group emerged onto the large shop floor, which was packed with every piece of equipment you’d need to survive the great outdoors. Will led them down the central aisle, towards a small group of people clustered around camping chairs in the middle of the store. 
 
    On their way, they passed shelves that were stocked with squashy sleeping bags, inflatable air mattresses and pillows. An entire aisle was dedicated to camping stoves, gas canisters and disposable barbecues. There were sections for army supplies, walking boots, and camping chairs. Climbing ropes and carabiners, for the adventurer in you, a sign read. Display tents were erected along one side of the store, colorful signs propped up outside each, advertising price reductions for an after-summer sale.  
 
    And after everything they’d been through the past week, being inside a shop felt more surreal to Fletcher than being outside with the biters. 
 
    “I’ll introduce you to Alby,” Will said amiably as they approached. “He’s kinda top dog around here. Yo, Alby!” 
 
    A tall Asian boy turned at the sound of his name. His black hair was slicked back from his forehead, and he was dressed smartly in khaki slacks and a white polo shirt. Everything about Alby’s appearance was carefully put together, but what surprised Fletcher the most was how clean Alby looked. Fletcher hadn’t seen anyone in over a week that wasn’t smeared with blood and gore and dirt. It was so strange to him now to see someone who looked untouched by the war outside their window. 
 
    “We found these guys trapped on the fire escape,” Will said. “They’d been chased by biters.” 
 
    Alby surveyed them impassively, as though finding survivors on the fire escape was an everyday occurrence. “Alby,” he introduced, his tone neither welcoming nor unfriendly.  
 
    “Zoe.” 
 
    “Fletcher.” 
 
    “Patrick.” 
 
    “Charlie.” 
 
    “You must be hungry?” Alby said. “Sadie, get our guests something to eat.” 
 
    Alby gestured for them all to sit down, and Fletcher flopped into a camping chair. A camping stove had been placed on a fold-up table, where a teenage girl - Sadie, Fletcher assumed - was stirring a pot of beans. She smiled shyly at the newcomers, causing dimples in her freckled cheeks.  
 
    “So, how did you get stuck on our fire escape?” Alby asked. Fletcher caught Alby sizing them up, his eyes roving over the nurses’ scrubs that Patrick and Zoe were wearing and Charlie’s muscular physique. Alby’s eyes barely lingered on Fletcher for even a moment. He suddenly felt inadequate. What did he really bring to the team? 
 
    “We were walking down an alley and were met by a horde,” Patrick explained. “On both sides.” 
 
    Alby looked at Will, who corroborated their story with a curt nod. “There’s more out there than we’ve seen before,” he told Alby. “They’ll move on, in time. It’s happened before, they don’t tend to linger.” 
 
    Fletcher took a metal container filled with beans from Sadie, thanking her. His stomach growled as he began to eat. She dished out bottles of water and long-life protein bars from crates under the fold-up table. Fletcher tried to look grateful, too polite to say that he hated peanut butter. 
 
    “What brought you here in the first place?” Alby asked as they wolfed down their meal. 
 
    “We came to the town hall,” Patrick explained between mouthfuls. “We saw the signs for a safe haven, and a map leading to the national park. We thought we’d go there, maybe.” His voice, always optimistic, fizzled out. Hearing it said out loud, their plan seemed silly. How on earth had they expected to make it to the national park in an ambulance? 
 
    Sadness crossed Alby’s face. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, Patrick,” he said slowly, looking down at his lap. “But there were no survivors from the town hall.” 
 
    “What happened?” Zoe asked. 
 
    “Too many people gathered there, I suppose. Too tempting for the biters to resist.” Alby paused. “But if it’s a community you’re after, we could have our own thing, here in the town.” 
 
    “And by ‘we’, you mean…?” 
 
    Alby gestured to the group at large, including Fletcher, Patrick, Zoe and Charlie. “All of us. We’ve been here for a few days now, and we’ve been safe. But we can’t stay inside here forever, and the town is abandoned. It could be time to expand our perimeters. Make the town safe again - or at least, part of it. And we could definitely achieve that, with your help.” 
 
    “How do you know you can trust us?” Charlie asked, finally speaking. His face drooped with misery, his near brush with death and Nora’s demise still resting heavily on his face. “We’re strangers. You don’t know anything about us.” 
 
    Alby cocked his head at Charlie. “I know you’ve survived this long, on your own. You must have your wits about you, or we wouldn’t be sitting here talking. Besides,” Alby picked a piece of dirt off his khakis. “How do you build a community without people?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Patrick said with uncertainty. “We really appreciate the offer, but we’d have to think about it…” 
 
    “At least stay the night,” Alby said reasonably. “I insist. It’s dark out there, and you’ve seen how many biters there are.” As if on cue, thunder cracked through the air, setting Fletcher’s teeth on edge. 
 
    He looked to Zoe, Patrick and Charlie for confirmation. They shrugged. What choice did they have? They were safer with a handful of humans than they were out in the dark, in the middle of a storm amongst the masses of biters roaming the streets. 
 
    “Thank you,” Zoe said, accepting the offer on the behalf of the others. 
 
    “My pleasure.” Alby smiled. “Will, our guests must be exhausted. Please show them to a spare tent.”  
 
    Patrick thanked Alby as Will led them toward the line of tents along one side of the store. He showed them to an empty eight-man tent, which already had inflated air mattresses inside from being on display. Will helped them carry sleeping bags and pillows from the selection on the shelves, chatting amiably with Patrick. When they were settled, Will wished them a goodnight, ducking out of the tent in the direction of his own. 
 
    Once they’d heard Will’s footsteps face away, the group of four looked at one another, unsure what to make of their new acquaintances.  
 
    “I’ll take the first watch,” Zoe said quietly. “You’ve all been through enough today.”  
 
    It was an unspoken agreement that somebody would keep watch whilst the others slept. Even amongst humans, they couldn’t afford to take any chances. No biters didn’t mean they were safe. And whilst Fletcher had found himself already warming to Will and Hakim, he was still unsure about Alby. He was skeptical of any leader, of anyone so willingly taking charge of others in an uncertain scenario. It felt too much like a bid for power to him.  
 
    “You’re sure?” Fletcher asked. Zoe nodded. 
 
    “You’re all exhausted. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    Patrick beamed at Zoe. “I knew there was a reason I liked you,” he teased. He kissed the top of her head before disappearing into his own compartment inside the tent. Charlie and Fletcher followed suit, bidding Zoe goodnight as they left her in the porch area of the tent with a battery-powered lantern.  
 
    Fletcher lay his sleeping bag down on the airbed and unzipped it. He snuggled himself inside, trying to get comfortable on the air mattress. It was much better than the sleeping arrangements back at the school, but he still couldn’t manage to settle. Within minutes, he could hear Charlie’s deep snoring. He was glad that Charlie had somehow found enough peace after the day they’d had to fall asleep. 
 
    But sleep didn’t come easily to Fletcher. His mind refused to turn off, continuing to replay the moment a biter had sent Nora sprawling to the cobbled street. After what felt like an age lying there with his eyes shut, Fletcher sat up. 
 
    It was pointless. He couldn’t sleep. 
 
    As quietly as he could, Fletcher peeled himself out of the sleeping bag. He unzipped his section in the tent, and crept across the tarpaulin to sit with Zoe in the tent porch. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep?” Zoe asked quietly.  
 
    Fletcher shook his head. “Mind some company?” he whispered. 
 
    “Not at all,” Zoe smiled. She patted the spot next to her and Fletcher scooched over, sitting cross-legged beside her. If they wanted to talk, they needed to keep their voices down. 
 
    “What do you think about all of this?” Fletcher asked her. “It’s the sort of community we’re looking for, right?” 
 
    Zoe wavered. “Well…it does seem that way, doesn’t it? If what they’ve told us is true, it could be worth sticking around.” 
 
    “You don’t believe it?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m being too cynical. But…I don’t know whether I trust him.” 
 
    “Alby?” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “But maybe I’m still shaken up by meeting that Ross guy, back at the school.” 
 
    Fletcher got the sense Zoe was holding back from saying something. He frowned. 
 
    “What?” he pressed. “What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve just been thinking about something Alby said,” Zoe began. “Fletch, when you went to the town hall today, were there signs of a struggle?” 
 
    Fletcher cast his memory back. “You could tell that people had been there,” he whispered. “There were loads of medical supplies, and food. The messages too, of course.” 
 
    “Were there any signs of a fight though? Blood, bodies? 
 
    “Jeez, Zoe!” Fletcher pictured the town hall in his head. Now he came to think of it, they hadn’t seen any bodies, or any signs of violence for that matter. 
 
    There’d been no sign of a single soul, living or dead. 
 
    Zoe knew the answer from Fletcher’s face. 
 
    “Do you think Alby’s lying?” Fletcher asked. 
 
    Zoe shrugged. “I think we have to be very careful of who and what we trust.” 
 
    “But why would he lie to us?” 
 
    “I just think it’s strange that…if everyone at the town hall died…” Zoe whispered. “What happened to their bodies?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever really understood the term blood, sweat and tears until now,” Heidi rasped, wiping her brow and smudging gore further across her face. Rori wrinkled his nose at her. 
 
    “I’m definitely seeing blood and sweat, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m crying on the inside. How long have we been at this? They just keep coming.” 
 
    Rori stared breathlessly over the field. She was right. They’d been fighting for what felt like days, though it could only have been a few hours. There were so many bodies strewn across the yard that he could barely begin to count them. More than once, he’d found himself stumbling over them as he tried to cut back the oncoming herd. 
 
    But though the numbers had thinned out, the rotters kept coming. They were headed in from the main road, mostly, but the smell of death and the cries of the battle seemed to be drawing them from all directions. And now, without Cara and Ginge on the battlefield, their ranks had thinned out somewhat. Heidi and Rori were holding the fort by the house while some of the others spread out to patrol, but they’d barely been able to stop for breath in what seemed like forever. 
 
    “They’ve got to stop coming soon,” Rori said, swallowing anxiously. Heidi raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “And if they don’t?” 
 
    “Then I guess we do shots of espresso and get on with it.” 
 
    “My arms are killing me,” Heidi said, examining her spindly arms. “Maybe after this I’ll suddenly get massive muscles. Like Popeye.” 
 
    “Please don’t say Popeye. I’ve seen enough exploding eyeballs today to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    Heidi snorted and Rori raised a tired smile. He didn’t know how either of them had the energy to be joking around, but it was almost like fuel to them both. It kept them going, even on the toughest days they had. Rori sighed and wiped off his knife on the grass, ignoring the fact that a dead body was literally inches away from him. 
 
    “If we can make it through tonight, we can make it through anything,” Rori murmured. He clocked several rotters ambling toward them, but he didn’t have the energy to move in toward them yet. He just needed a little longer to recover. A little longer to remind himself what they were fighting for. 
 
    Heidi seemed to be thinking the same thing. She stared blankly at the rotters, like she was simply people watching, watching humans going about their daily lives. 
 
    “It’s kind of weird how this is starting to feel normal,” she said. “Like, obviously it’s bonkers, but I’m not feeling like this is some kind of nightmare, anymore. It just feels like life.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Rori said. “If we start thinking like that, then we’ll start accepting that this is our future.” 
 
    Heidi shrugged with a sad smile. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Rori was left wordless as Heidi moved forward to meet the rotters in their path. He observed the way that she casually grabbed a rotter by its collar and slid her screwdriver through its collapsed face and into its brain. She did it so casually that it almost seemed like second nature to her now. 
 
    Rori couldn’t understand that. He couldn’t understand how any of it could seem natural. He never wanted to get used to the way things were.  
 
    But if that was the only way to survive, then he’d just have to get used to it. 
 
      
 
    “Over there,” Eliza pointed to a group of rotters that were coming from the direction of the barns. “They’re heading for the bridge.” 
 
    “We can definitely handle those,” Cassie said decisively. She’d grouped up with Eliza and Poppy to walk around the farm and eliminate the threats they found before they got too close. “We could blockade the bridge and deal with them as they come.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Poppy said, though Cassie could see that her hand was trembling as she adjusted her grip on her knife. Cassie wanted to stop and check on her friend, but they didn’t have the time to stand around and talk. They had to keep moving. Cassie felt like if she stopped, she might collapse from the exhaustion. 
 
    She could tell they were all feeling it. Even Eliza, the fittest among them, had red cheeks and tired eyes. As the three of them formed a line on the bridge, Cassie in the center, she wondered if they’d ever be able to stop. With Cara out of action, they hadn’t lost much on the battlefield, but Ginge, their strongest fighter, was inside taking care of her. They needed everyone that they could muster if they were going to win the war against the dead. They were hugely outnumbered and they just kept coming. They didn’t tire, they didn’t have thoughts, and they didn’t have a moral compass. That was one thing that Cassie saw as a weakness in their group now - their own humanity would be the end of them. Their ability to feel made them so much less ruthless than they needed to be.  
 
    “I count seven of them,” Eliza said, a slight tremor in her voice. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Poppy murmured. Cassie turned to look at her and Poppy offered her a weary smile. Even now, in the middle of all the chaos, it sent a flutter through her stomach. 
 
    The rotters ambled closer, one particularly nasty one leading the way. It had clearly already survived an attack before, its stomach gouged out and entrails following behind it. At the back of the group, a slower rotter tried to keep pace, but Cassie was sure that they’d have time to deal with the others before it reached them.  
 
    Poppy stepped forward a little to deal with the rotter at the front, with Cassie watching anxiously from behind her. Poppy didn’t have as much experience as the rest of them on the field, but she managed to take it down with one swift jab through its eye. Triumphant, Poppy yanked her knife back and the rotter tumbled forward, narrowly missing Poppy as it fell. 
 
    “Piece of cake!” she said, readying herself for more. The other six were moving in closer formation, and Cassie wondered if perhaps their technique was a bad idea. Still, there wasn’t enough time to change the plan, because the rotters were almost upon them.  
 
    The first three went down without an issue. As the rotters clambered over the body of their fallen leader, the girls took one each, skewering them on their blades before awaiting the next wave. Blood trickled down Cassie’s arm from the fresh rotter she’d taken down. It was clearly only just dead, and it made Cassie wonder where they’d been killed in the first place.   
 
    Cassie almost missed the moment it happened.  
 
    As she was grappling with one of the rotters, ready to finish it off, the straggler at the back tripped on the fallen corpses. Cassie watched in horror as its body surged forward and slammed into Poppy’s, sending her cascading over the side of the bridge. 
 
    Poppy cried out as she fell. It wasn’t far to fall, but Cassie didn’t miss the sound of her head smacking against the rocks below, or the splash she made as her body hit the stream of water.  
 
    Cassie’s scream echoed through the night. Before she could even think about what she was doing, she’d leapt down from the bridge. She landed on her feet, but tumbled forward onto her hands and knees, scrabbling to get to Poppy. Her friend was still conscious, blinking slowly as her shock kept her from registering what had happened to her. Cassie’s eyes blurred with tears as she hurried toward her. 
 
    “Poppy…Poppy, don’t close your eyes. Stay with me.” 
 
    Cassie looked up at the bridge. The rotter that had caused Poppy to fall was moving on Eliza, but Cassie trusted Eliza could handle it. Poppy needed her. If she didn’t get Poppy out of there, she would be rotter food. Swallowing back her tears, Cassie gently moved Poppy’s head to the side. She had hit her head close to her eye, where blood was trickling from the new gash in her skin. Cassie had no idea how hard Poppy had hit her head, but she could see from Poppy’s vacant expression that she was in trouble. She had to get her inside, away from the fight.  
 
    “Fall back!” Cassie called out to Eliza. “Poppy’s hurt!” 
 
    “There’s more coming!” Eliza cried, panic in her eyes as she looked out toward the barns. A larger group was headed their way. Cassie shook her head desperately. 
 
    “Forget them. We can’t do it on our own, not with Poppy down. We have to get her inside. Now!” 
 
    Cassie slipped her hands under Poppy’s back and sat her up with some difficulty. Poppy’s body was limp, and she didn’t seem capable of moving herself. But as Cassie lifted her into her arms, her fingers found Poppy’s pulse on her neck. It was fast and strong, which Cassie hoped was a good sign. If she could just make it back to the house, then maybe things would be okay. 
 
    But even getting Poppy out of the stream was proving to be a difficult task. Poppy’s clothes were waterlogged, which only made her harder to carry. Then, as Cassie tried to clamber up the embankment, she found it to be slippy with mud.  
 
    But she gritted her teeth and pushed forward. There was no way in hell she was leaving Poppy on her own. There was no way she was going to leave her out in the open and vulnerable. She made it back to level ground and found Eliza waiting for her, ready to cover her back. 
 
    “Is she…is she…” Eliza began, but she couldn’t finish her sentence.  
 
    “She’s alive,” Cassie choked out, holding Poppy’s frame close to her. She was already feeling the strain of carrying her, but there was no chance she could let her go. Eliza swallowed. 
 
    “Poppy’s the only one with any clue about first aid…what are we going to do?” 
 
    Cassie whipped her head over her shoulder as she heard a growl from behind her. The rotters from the barn seemed to be moving faster than should be possible. They were closing in. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. Back to the house, now!” 
 
    Cassie staggered forward. It was quickly becoming apparent that she wouldn’t be able to move very quickly with Poppy cradled in her arms, but she pushed forward anyway. Eliza kept in step with her, her anxiety clear as she kept a steady eye on the rotters stumbling toward them. 
 
    “We need to be quicker,” Eliza hissed. She reached out for Poppy’s feet. “Let’s carry her together. We’ll be able to move faster. And I can’t fight them off by myself.” 
 
    Cassie nodded, her heart beating too fast and too hard for her to form words. As she shifted some weight into Eliza’s arms, she realized how much quicker they could move in tandem. They rushed as fast as they could toward the house. The thrumming of blood in Cassie’s ears blocked out the sound of the oncoming rotters, hot on their tail. 
 
    As they reached the house, Cassie saw that Heidi and Rori had just taken down a pair of rotters. At the sound of their approach, they looked over and their faces fell.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” Heidi cried out.  
 
    “Poppy fell from the bridge, hit her head,” Eliza said, dropping some words in her hurry to speak. “We’re being followed. Rotters behind us…” 
 
    “We’ll handle it,” Rori said, nodding to Heidi. She nodded back, but her eyes were glued on Poppy’s lifeless frame. Poppy groaned ever so slightly, her eyelids fluttering.  
 
    “Don’t fall asleep, Poppy,” Cassie urged. “You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be fine…” 
 
    They made it inside with difficulty, Eliza opening the door with her hip.  
 
    “Ginge!” Cassie cried out. Ginge scrabbled down the ladder from the attic, wide eyed. 
 
    “Jesus,” Ginge said, running a hand through her hair. “Not another one down…what happened to her?” 
 
    “She’s hit her head.” 
 
    “Alright. It’s going to be okay, don’t worry. Let’s get her into my parents' old room. I think it’s most secure there. There’s no chance we’re getting her up into the attic.” 
 
    Eliza and Cassie shuffled through to the bedroom and laid Poppy down on the bed. Ginge followed up behind them and gently inspected Poppy, turning her head to the side. There was a bruise blossoming on her pale skin, and the cut was still bleeding. 
 
    “The cut doesn’t look too bad,” Ginge said. “It could definitely be worse. We’ll need to keep it clean. Poppy, can you speak? How are you feeling?” 
 
    “My…my head hurts,” Poppy said thickly. She sounded as though her tongue had swollen in size. 
 
    “Anything else? Do you feel sick?” 
 
    “No…no it just hurts…” 
 
    “Okay.” Ginge straightened up and looked at the other two. “I’m no expert, but when I fell off a ladder and hit my head, they asked me if I felt dizzy or sick. They said those were signs of head trauma. I think we should put pressure on the wound and get it cleaned up as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy said, her voice clearing a little. “That sounds right…you don’t need to worry, I’m going to be okay…” 
 
    “You hit your head hard,” Cassie said, unable to keep the panic from creeping into her voice. “It looks bad…” 
 
    “I don’t think this is helping,” Eliza said. “Maybe you should get out of here, Cassie…” 
 
    “No. I’m staying,” Cassie said, gently sitting on the side of the bed. Poppy looked up at her with pain in her eyes.  
 
    “They need you out there,” Poppy murmured. Cassie knew she was right. She knew that she should get back out there, and she wanted to. She didn’t want to leave her friends to fight on their own. 
 
    But she couldn’t leave Poppy, either. 
 
    “I can go in your place,” Ginge said. “I’m the only one who has had any kind of rest. Cara is looking better now. If you can keep an eye on the kids, protect the house, look out for Cara and Poppy…” 
 
    “I can do that,” Cassie nodded fervently. She knew that was an important job too. Protecting the house would make her feel better about being off the battlefield. Ginge nodded, placing a hand on Cassie’s shoulder. 
 
    “Alright. I think I have a clean cloth you can use for the wound for now…our first aid kit seems to have gone missing. But that’ll be enough for now.” 
 
    “I’ll get back out there,” Eliza said decisively. She glanced at Poppy, wincing at the sight of her wound. “Don’t let her lose consciousness. I’ve heard that’s bad.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Poppy murmured, but she looked as though she was falling asleep. Cassie slipped a hand into hers and squeezed it hard, making her eyes stay open.  
 
    “You’re not. But I’ll look after you, I promise.” 
 
    Ginge disappeared to find a cloth to use for pressure on the wound, and Eliza headed back into the yard to rejoin the battle. Alone with Poppy, Cassie allowed a tear to slip down her cheek. 
 
    “Don’t you dare slip away,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Can you see any stragglers?” Joe asked Luke. They’d both been patrolling the farm’s perimeter separately for the last twenty minutes, looking for rotters that were still roaming the farm. Now, they’d met back in the middle, close to the house. Luke scowled at Joe, his distaste for him still clear, but he shook his head. 
 
    “No. I haven’t killed a single rotter in the last half hour. It’s quiet. It’s making me uneasy.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t that be a good thing?” 
 
    “The quiet before the storm,” Luke said darkly. Joe glanced up at the gray rain clouds above them. 
 
    “Well, I think the storm has already been and gone. Maybe we don’t need to worry so much now.” 
 
    Luke’s scowl deepened. “You think we should let our guard down? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Luke…look around. It looks like we’ve slaughtered an entire village,” Joe pointed out, his eyes wearily scanning the farm. There were so many bodies now that Joe couldn’t help wondering how they were going to clear the grounds. Still, he took something positive from it all. “We did it. If we took out an entire horde by ourselves, don’t you think we can afford to relax just a tiny bit? I mean, this place is pretty rural. There can’t be that many people left to turn and get this far tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go to bed if it’s all becoming too much for you. I’m sure the kids could use another babysitter,” Luke said coldly, refusing to look Joe in the eye. Joe sighed. He knew better than to try and get along with Luke at this point, but something made him keep trying. He had always enjoyed a challenge, after all. 
 
    The sound of footsteps made Joe turn around. He saw Warren and Ginge trudging across the yard, both of them looking a little more relaxed than before.  
 
    “Any sign of anything out there?” Luke asked. Ginge shook her head. 
 
    “It’s quiet,” Ginge said. “I can’t say I’m not relieved. This has been going on for hours. And with Poppy down, I’m glad we’re not in danger of being overrun anytime soon.” 
 
    Joe checked the watch on his wrist, glad they still had a form of timekeeping to make things feel more normal. It was almost two in the morning. 
 
    “Do you think we can afford to let people get some rest?” Ginge said. “I can keep watch, I’ve still got some energy left in me. But we can’t just have everyone staying up all night.” 
 
    “I can stick with you,” Warren said with a weary smile at Ginge. Joe smiled to himself. It was obvious to him that Warren would do anything for the fiery-haired leader of the farm. 
 
    “I don’t think we should be letting our guard down,” Luke said. “And with the exception of our resident sleepwalker, Heidi, I’m not sure that any of us can fight rotters in our sleep. With Poppy and Cara out of action, I just don’t think it makes sense to-” 
 
    At that moment, Heidi popped her head out of the door of the house. 
 
    “Psst,” she said. “House meeting.” 
 
    Luke raised his eyebrows. “Really? Now?” 
 
    “Yes, now. There’s no rotters as far as the eye can see and we’re in the middle of a crisis. We’ve put the kettle on and everything.” 
 
    Luke sighed and side-eyed Joe. “Looks like you’re going to get your little comfort break after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Poppy is going to need treatment,” Cassie said. She was addressing the entire group as they gathered in the living room. She could sense that the mood in the room was dipping to very low levels. They were all bone tired and ready to drop, but she had one more favor to ask of them all. “Which means that we need a few people to head out to the pharmacy. As soon as possible.” 
 
    Luke shook his head in disbelief. “Are you crazy? After the night we’ve just had? We can’t just leave the farm unattended. And in case you’ve forgotten, our last trip off the farm didn’t go so well.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse trips,” Joe said as brightly as he could muster, neglecting to mention the fact that during that trip, he’d been bundled into their car against his will. Cassie sighed. 
 
    “I know I’m asking a lot…and I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t necessary. But Poppy was out there fighting with us. She fought as hard as any of us, and she got hurt because of it. I can guarantee if anyone else was hurt, she’d be standing in my place telling you the same thing.” 
 
    “Could it wait until morning?” Ginge asked diplomatically. “Once we’ve rested? You know more than we do. How bad did she hit her head?” 
 
    Cassie felt her lip wobbling as she shrugged. “I’m not a doctor. All I know is that she cut her head badly. It’s bruised too. I’m scared of her getting an infection or something. I’ve already checked everywhere for something to treat it, but I didn’t find much. Poppy’s in and out, but she seems to think antiseptic might do the job. We need some painkillers too.” 
 
    “If we go out there in the middle of the night, we could come across anything,” Luke pointed out. “And of course, I’ll have to go, as the only driver in the group. What if there are more rotters out there? What if we attract them to the farm, or they swarm the car? We’ll end up with plenty more injured or dead than we have right now. Not to mention that we’re all exhausted. That’s how people make mistakes.” 
 
    Cassie swallowed down the lump in her throat. “Look…I know it’s a big ask. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. But I’m scared. And I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to her and I did nothing about it. I’ll go myself if I have to. But someone has to stay here and look after her…and yes, Luke…you’d have to drive. So this trip can’t happen without you.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Luke, whose set jaw seemed to give his answer away. But after a moment he sighed and threw up his hands in exasperation. “Fine. But I’m not going on my own. I need some back up.” 
 
    “I can come,” Cassie said, but even as she was speaking, Eliza was stepping up to put a hand on her friend’s arm. 
 
    “No. She’ll need you,” Eliza said gently. She nodded to her sister. “We’ll go.” 
 
    Heidi raised a tired eyebrow, which seemed to have been dyed red by the blood she hadn’t yet wiped away. “We will?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eliza hissed pointedly. “We will.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on things here,” Ginge said with a decisive nod. “Warren and I have already said that we can keep watch, and then everyone else can get some rest. If there’s any time to do it, it’s now while the fields are clear.” 
 
    “I guess that’s that then,” Luke said, standing from the comfy chair in the corner of the room. The effort of it seemed like a lot after the fight, and Cassie felt guilt rushing through her. But all she knew was that Poppy needed supplies to make her better. She needed something to wash and dress her wound, and she needed it sooner rather than later. Cassie couldn’t bear to wait until morning. Not after everything they’d been through that night. Not when everything was already so uncertain. She didn’t want to add another variable into the mix. 
 
    “Up to bed,” Ginge said to Rori maternally. He was hovering by the door, unsure whether he was needed for the pharmacy trip. “You can take over watch in a few hours.”  
 
    Rori looked at Ginge with adoration in his eyes. Rori paused halfway through the door to nod to the group heading out. “Stay safe out there,” he said. His eyes lingered on Heidi for a moment before he stepped forward and pulled her into a tight hug.  
 
    “Let’s not get all sentimental,” Heidi said, but the comment barely came out as a whisper, and Cassie could see just how tightly she held him back. 
 
    Everyone headed off their separate ways and Luke grabbed the car keys on his way out of the door. Cassie stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered to him. He gave her a curt nod, but his shoulders loosened a little as he left.  
 
    “We’ll be back soon. You can just focus on making sure she’s okay,” Eliza told Cassie with a smile. 
 
    “When she’s feeling better, tell her she’s a pain in our arse,” Heidi said with a flicker of a smile. Cassie pulled the pair of them in for a quick hug. 
 
    “Thank you. You know she’ll appreciate this.” 
 
    “Of course she will. She’s lying in bed like the Queen of England and we’re her servants,” Heidi said with a roll of her eyes. “She’s living the dream.” 
 
    Cassie watched as the three of them piled into the car and Luke maneuvered them out of the farm with difficulty, avoiding the corpses that stretched as far as they could see. Ginge and Warren were already sitting on the deckchairs out at the front of the house, watching for more rotters.  
 
    The night had been hard, but it felt like it was only going to get harder. 
 
      
 
    Luke was muttering to himself as he drove. Heidi exchanged a glance with Eliza, who chewed her lip in response. It was clear to them both that Luke wasn’t happy about having to head out in the middle of the night, even if it was necessary. 
 
    “Maybe you should teach some of us to drive. Then you won’t have to be the one always going out on these trips,” Eliza suggested when no one said anything for a long while. Luke sighed from behind the wheel. 
 
    “I know we have to do this. I’m not mad about that. And I want to help. But this is dangerous. We all know that.” 
 
    Heidi nodded. She was watching out of the window for signs of life. After the evening they’d had, she didn’t like the idea of leaving the others at the farm, and she hated the idea of what they might find out there even more. They were all very lucky to be alive, if a little battered, bruised and worse for wear. Another fight like that would likely finish them off right now.  
 
    “You know Cassie would have insisted we do this for anyone,” Eliza continued. “If it was you who was hurt, she’d be headed out here herself to get supplies.” 
 
    “I know that too. It’s just unfortunate that the only one of us with any medical knowledge is the one who got hurt,” Luke said, easing the car into the main road leading to the town. “But we all know why Cassie stayed home with Poppy. It’s not because she’s an aspiring nurse.” 
 
    “We don’t need to talk about that,” Eliza said quietly, but Heidi already knew what they were alluding to. They’d all known Cassie and Poppy for some time, and they’d all noticed that there was another level to their friendship, whether or not they knew it themselves yet. Heidi often wondered whether there was something romantic there, so of course Cassie wanted to be at Poppy’s side. Heidi knew that if anyone she loved that much was in Poppy’s position, she wouldn’t leave them for a second. 
 
    The town was thankfully quiet. It seemed that whatever had drawn the rotters to their farm had also coaxed them out of the nearby village. They took the same route as their first trip out of the farm, but this time, they didn’t have so far to travel.  
 
    The car shuddered to a halt outside the darkened pharmacy, lodged between a corner shop and a bakery. Luke cut the engine. Thick silence blanketed the three of them as they stared at the seemingly lifeless windows of the store. The door to the shop was battered, and there was a zigzagging map of cracks in its dirty, blood-stained window. All was silent. All was still. 
 
    Luke tapped his fingers restlessly on the car’s steering wheel, the drumming sound like gunshots in the quiet of their surroundings.   
 
    “Here’s what we do,” he said eventually, breaking the silence. He turned in his seat so that he faced both Eliza and Heidi. “We get in there and get what we need for Poppy. Nothing else, alright? We don’t want to take more than we need if we can help it. If we meet any undead company on the way, we deal with them silently, quickly and efficiently. We avoid a fight if possible. Any questions?” 
 
    Heidi folded her arms. “What if we meet other people, like last time? If we meet someone like Joe then we’re fine. But if we meet someone like that man at the gas station…” 
 
    “We stay out of people’s way,” Luke said firmly. He paused. “But we’re not leaving without those supplies.” 
 
    Eliza and Heidi nodded solemnly. Heidi understood what he meant perfectly. They’d do what they had to in order to get their share of the bounty. Even if it meant starting a fight. 
 
    Or finishing one.  
 
    Carefully and quietly, the three of them inched their doors open, their eyes and ears alert for any signs of danger or movement in the dark night. A soft tinkling sound reached their ears and Heidi froze, flattening herself against the car. An empty soda can rolled across the gravel in front of them, the culprit of the sound that they had just heard. The can came to a halt slowly, and quiet descended once more. Heidi had forgotten how to breathe for a moment. Being out there in an unfamiliar place was even more terrifying than the battle they’d just taken on, in her opinion.  
 
    They inched around the car. Heidi kept an eye on the road for any passing headlights, her ears alert for the rumble of an engine or the slow shuffling of undead feet. The whispering wind and the rustling grass were the only sounds that reached her elfish ears. 
 
    They reached the pharmacy at last, and straightened up in the shadow of the door, each raising their respective weapons. Luke rested his hand on the dirty door handle and wrinkled his nose in disgust. He used his free hand to gesture silently to Eliza and Heidi, who nodded understandingly at him. As Luke readied his shovel, the girls took their places either side of the door, weapons raised and ready to lunge at any attackers. Luke counted to three silently with his fingers before letting the door creak open. 
 
    Heidi, her heart pounding, readied herself for rotters spilling out of the pharmacy, drooling blood and pus. But none came. The three of them waited for a few seconds in silence in case there was something they’d missed. Heidi strained her ears, but heard nothing.   
 
    Eventually, Luke shuffled into the shop, shards of broken glass crunching like popping candy beneath his feet. Eliza and Heidi followed just as carefully, Eliza bringing up the rear with a raised baseball bat. Heidi smiled reassuringly at her sister, who still seemed shaken from her moment on the battlefield. Heidi recalled lying on the ground, certain she was about to die at the hands of a rotter, when her sister had saved the day. 
 
    Only it hadn’t ended there. She’d never seen her sister so animated, her face contorted in anger and aggression like none other. Heidi had watched as her twin, now a tornado of terror, took down rotter after rotter, blood spurting as she continued to fight. It had scared her almost as much as having the rotter looming over her like a bad omen. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time or the place to dwell on it. They all shuffled forward, keeping their movements slow and quiet. 
 
    “I think we’re clear,” Luke said. “Let’s make a move.” 
 
    “First aid kit, antiseptic, bandages, painkillers,” Heidi reminded them as they all split up, hurrying as quickly as they dared towards the messy shelves. It looked as though someone had swept their hand across the shelf and knocked half the products to the ground. Heidi found herself picking her way through the debris, trying not to step on anything useful. 
 
    Heidi approached the shelf nearest to her while Luke went on ahead and Eliza rounded the shelf into the next aisle. Scanning the products, she looked for anything useful. Despite Luke’s orders not to take anything they didn’t need, she pocketed a few things. Cough medicine, tampons, paracetamol, suncream. She knew she needed to focus, but she also knew her friends would thank her later when supplies were running low. 
 
    Luke was already storming through the aisles, so Heidi decided to pick up the pace. In her hurry, she accidentally tripped over a few of the boxes on the floor, making her heart seize. The last thing she wanted was to make too much noise and attract the attention of rotters…or other people. She couldn’t decide which would be worse right now. 
 
    “Sorry,” she murmured to the others. She heard two tuts in the dark and rolled her eyes. Luke and Eliza tended to have equal levels of disapproval for her. 
 
    Heidi continued her search as quietly as possible. She grimaced when she spotted a few loose blood-stained bandages draped like tinsel above her head. She reached up with a hand, standing on her tiptoes and using her fingers to brush the contents of the shelf.  She felt something cold and sticky on her hand, and quickly withdrew it at once. Squinting in the dim glow from the illuminated street lights outside, she saw red smears of scarlet blood on her hand.  Heidi wrinkled her nose in disgust, wiping it on her jeans quickly. She was getting far too used to her hands being bloodstained. 
 
    “I’ve got the antiseptic,” Eliza told them in a hushed whisper. Heidi heard the soft clink of glass bottles rattling against one another. “How many bottles do you think?” 
 
    “Two or three,” Heidi replied, turning her attention back to scanning the shelves. “It would be good to stock up.” 
 
    Heidi crouched to the floor, spotting neatly-rolled white bandages at last on the bottom shelf.  She grabbed five of the rolls, shoving them hastily into her rucksack. A flash of lightning illuminated the pharmacy briefly, and Heidi jumped. Just a few feet to her right was the counter, against which was slumped the immobile, decapitated and grossly disfigured body of a pharmacist.  
 
    Heidi straightened up and nodded somewhat uncomfortably at the corpse by way of greeting.  “S’up?” she addressed the decapitated figure. “Looking a little under the weather there, pal.”  
 
    “I’ve seen you look worse,” Eliza whispered across the store. Luke stifled a laugh and Heidi had to resist the temptation to rugby tackle her sister into the almost bare shelves.  
 
    “I’ve got a first aid kit. If she needs stitches, I think we have everything we need in here. Apart from maybe a steady hand,” Luke said, waving the pack above his head. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Heidi couldn’t help feeling relieved that they were making their way out already. The sooner they got back to the farm, the better. They could make sure that Poppy was okay, and then maybe they might even get to sleep. She could feel the aches of the day setting in, and exhaustion was weighing down her eyelids. 
 
    As they headed for the door, Heidi grabbed a few last minute things, stuffing them into her already packed rucksack. Eliza held the door open for her and she slipped outside, still occupied with trying to fit everything into her bag when she saw someone step out of the shadows. 
 
    “Freeze.” 
 
    Her heart jolted as her head snapped up. But when she saw what was in front of her, she almost burst out laughing. Standing outside the bakery was a boy around her age, wielding a plastic baguette like it was a sword. He had a lopsided grin on his face and a mess of brown curls atop his head. There was something impish about him, and Heidi was sure he couldn’t be much taller than she was. He exuded mischief, and she took an immediate liking to him, whether or not it was sensible to. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Luke snapped at the boy. “You think that’s funny right now?” 
 
    The boy offered him a sheepish grin, moving the baguette behind his back. “Kinda. Sorry, though. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t,” Luke said, despite the blush on his cheeks. He nodded toward the car, ushering Heidi and Eliza to get in. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Wait! We come in peace!” the boy said with a small laugh. “Get out here, boys.” 
 
    Heidi watched as two more young men came out of the bakery, looking apologetic. One of them had smooth dark hair and even darker eyes. The other was wearing a short sleeved t-shirt that showed off muscled arms. He had long hair, curly and sunkissed like a surfer.  
 
    “I’m Angus,” the boy with the baguette said, taking a theatrical bow in greeting. He swung an arm around the surfer‘s shoulder. “This is my best friend of ten years, Quinn. And this is our new pal, Tomas. He came over here as my Spanish exchange student…except he’s kind of stuck here now.” 
 
    “Hello,” the dark haired boy said, raising a hand in greeting. He nodded to Luke. “You have a very nice car.” 
 
    “Thanks. Now we’re leaving in it,” he said coldly, grabbing the door handle to slide into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Come on now. We’re trying to have a conversation with you here,” Angus said, his smile never faltering. Heidi saw a flicker of panic in his eyes at the thought of them leaving. She’d seen it before in Joe the day that they found him. Heidi understood immediately what Angus was hoping for. 
 
    A rescue party. 
 
    “What are your names? Hobbit one and hobbit two?” Angus said, grinning at Heidi and Eliza who were both considerably shorter than Luke. Heidi folded her arms. 
 
    “I’m Heidi. This is Eliza. I don’t think we appreciate the hobbit comparison.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well for starters, my feet aren’t half as hairy.” 
 
    Angus let out a surprised laugh and Tomas’ lips twitched into a smile. Luke rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Alright, good talk. Time to go.” 
 
    “You’re being kind of rude, Luke,” Heidi said.  
 
    “We’re not doing this again,” he hissed. “We don’t need any more newbies trying to get in our good books. Don’t we already have our hands full with Joe?” 
 
    “You mean the guy who has been really useful around the farm and just spent hours fighting rotters with us? Yeah, he’s a real nightmare.” 
 
    Luke glared up at Angus and his crew. “Look, I can see what you’re doing here, but the answer is no. We’re not taking you with us. We have enough to deal with at the moment.” 
 
    Angus’ smile wavered. “Look…we won’t be any trouble. We can take care of ourselves…we just don’t fancy staying here until we get eaten alive by the undead. I promise I won’t crack a single joke on the ride to your place.” 
 
    “The answer is no,” Luke said firmly. He slid into the driver’s seat. “Both of you, get in.” 
 
    Eliza wavered. “Are we not even going to talk about this?” 
 
    “Put it this way. You two can get in the car now or I’m leaving without you. In case you’ve forgotten, we have to get back to Poppy and patch her up.” 
 
    “You won’t even give these guys five minutes of our time?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “What would be the point when I have no intention of letting them in the car? I’m the driver, I’m making the call. So unless you fancy a long walk back to the farm in the dark, get in and stop whining.” 
 
    Heidi was boiling over with annoyance. She hated that her choice was being taken away from her. She knew that trying to make it back to the farm by herself was a death sentence. She couldn’t afford to stay with these strangers just because she thought they deserved a chance to say their piece. She had to think of herself, of her friends. 
 
    Heidi looked up at Angus, her eyes full of apology. Tomas bowed his head, seeming to understand what that look meant. Quinn shook his head to himself, resigned too. But Angus didn’t seem ready to let it lie. 
 
    “Your friend is hurt?” Angus asked, a tinge of desperation in his voice. “Maybe we can do something to help…” 
 
    “Give it up,” Quinn said, speaking for the first time. He folded his arms across his broad chest, his face like thunder. “They’re not interested.” 
 
    Quinn headed back inside the bakery without another word. Tomas wavered before following him inside droopily. Heidi felt guilt washing over her as Eliza quietly slipped into the back seat of the car, her stance on the situation made clear. Heidi was left alone with Angus on the cold pavement. 
 
    “I…I’m sorry.” 
 
    Angus offered her a long shrug, smiling. “Hey, I can’t blame you. It’s an impossible choice. Well…it was nice to meet you guys. I hope you have more luck out there than we have done. And I hope you get to your friend in time. Stay safe. Watch your backs. Who knows…maybe our paths will cross again.” 
 
    Heidi nodded. “I hope so. I’m sorry…stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “Can’t promise anything.” 
 
    Heidi hesitated for another moment before she got in the car. She couldn’t bear to look out of the window as Luke began to drive them away. Somehow, she knew Angus was still standing out there in the cold, maybe hoping they’d turn back. But Luke hadn’t even glanced back in the rearview mirror as he drove away. 
 
    “I know you’re not happy with me right now-” he began, but Heidi shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “Gladly.” 
 
    Heidi’s throat was tight as they drove away. What if those guys didn’t make it because of them? What if they could have been good allies to them, or maybe even friends? Now, they’d never know.  
 
    And the boys they’d left behind might be dead by morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Poppy heard the moment that her friends arrived home from the pharmacy through a haze of fog. She had been resting in bed since they left, her head throbbing where she’d hit it on the rocks, but she knew she was lucky. A head wound like that could have been enough to kill her. Or worse still, she might have lay there, immobile until the rotters came to feast on her. 
 
    She shuddered. Thoughts like that weren’t helpful. She was safe, for now. Her friends had done everything to keep her out of harm’s way, especially Cassie. It made a warm feeling appear in her chest, distracting her from her pain, even if just for a while.  
 
    A few minutes later, Cassie and Eliza came into the room, holding rucksacks full of supplies. Cassie had barely left Poppy’s side for a moment during the time the others were away, and now she knelt beside Poppy and began to examine the things that had been brought back from the pharmacy. 
 
    “Thank you,” Poppy told Eliza, glad that her speech was starting to return to normal. It had scared her when she thought she couldn’t speak properly, terrified that the effects of the head injury might be permanent. Now, with Cassie back at her side and treatment available, she felt a little bit better. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” Eliza said with a smile, heading out of the room. Poppy turned back to Cassie, who was frowning at all of the items in front of her. 
 
    “Tell me what I should do. I don’t want to get this wrong,” Cassie said. Poppy smiled to herself. Cassie tended to be a perfectionist, terrified of getting any small detail wrong. It was both endearing and unnecessary. She’d trust Cassie with anything.  
 
    “Clean the wound first. Then, get me a mirror.” 
 
    “I don’t think now is the time to care about appearances…”  
 
    “I need to take a look at the cut, you idiot. I need to see if I need stitches…” 
 
    “I’m not sure my hands are steady enough to stitch you up,” Cassie said, shuddering a little. “The thought of doing it is grossing me out a bit.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Come on, Nurse Cassie. Your patient is waiting.” 
 
    Cassie was tentative and gentle as she wiped blood from the wound and cleaned it. Poppy winced every now and then and Cassie asked if she was alright each time.  
 
    “I’m fine, you don’t need to worry,” Poppy said gently the fourth time Cassie asked. “Although, I’ve got to admit, I’m glad that it’s you doing this. The others are great, but I don’t know how they’d handle this situation. I can just imagine Heidi’s gross running commentary of the whole process, and If Luke was doing this, he’d probably stick a plaster on and tell me to stop being such a wimp.” 
 
    “Pain is just weakness leaving the body,” Cassie growled seriously, impersonating his low voice perfectly. Poppy giggled and Cassie managed to smile. But then her smile fell and she shook her head to herself. 
 
    “You scared the hell out of me out there,” Cassie murmured. “I’ve felt sick to my stomach since it happened.” 
 
    “It could’ve happened to anyone,” Poppy said, reaching for Cassie’s hand. She found that it was trembling. Cassie swallowed, diverting her eyes as though that would stop Poppy from seeing the tears gathering there.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have been out there. You weren’t ready for it.” 
 
    Poppy sighed. “We all have to be ready for anything now. It was a close call…but it worked out. Everything is going to be okay.” 
 
    Cassie nodded silently. Poppy felt her squeeze her hand back. “Don’t you dare do that again. Promise me?” 
 
    “Do I promise not to fall head first off a bridge again? Sure, I think I can do that.” 
 
    Cassie rolled her eyes, but she was smiling a little. She reached out with her free hand and brushed Poppy’s hair off her face tenderly. Poppy’s breath caught in her throat for a moment. The touch had taken her by surprise, but it wasn’t unwelcome. Her eyes met Cassie’s for a moment and they shared a look that Poppy would never forget. Was there something in that look between them? Something she’d been waiting so long to see? 
 
    “Mirror?” Poppy asked. Cassie found one for her on the dresser and slid it into Poppy’s hand so that she could examine the wound. Her eyes were a little blurred, but when they focussed, she could see that the cut was raw, but not deep. 
 
    “I don’t think I need stitches,” Poppy said decisively. “It probably looks worse than it is, with all the bruising. It certainly doesn’t look pretty.” 
 
    “You’re perfect,” Cassie said, shaking her head. “A bit of bruising doesn’t change that.” 
 
    Silence fell between them and they exchanged another look. There it was again. That feeling. That sense of something beginning between them. Poppy was about to say something, to acknowledge the moment, but Cassie ducked her gaze away, breaking the spell between them. 
 
    “Let me bandage you up. Then you can get some rest,” Cassie said, squeezing Poppy’s hand one final time.  
 
    Poppy nodded, feeling a little disappointment as she allowed Cassie to apply antiseptic and a bandage around her head. The moment was over. Had it even been there in the first place? 
 
    Wow, Poppy thought to herself. I must really have hit my head hard. 
 
      
 
    The sun was rising over the fields of the farm, casting a cold morning glow over the carnage of the previous night. Whole bodies lay strewn about the yard and the surrounding fields, others crushed to pulp in the tractor’s wake. The vehicle itself was splattered with guts and gore, blood smeared across the windscreen. It looked like a scene from a horror movie. 
 
    Yet it wasn’t a movie. It was real life. 
 
    Cassie knew they’d have to clean up the bodies soon. Her muscles ached at the thought. But even after the bodies were gone, blood would still stain the soil. The memories of the night would still remain. 
 
    They wouldn’t forget any of it in a hurry. 
 
    She was mentally exhausted, but she could still feel the adrenaline from the fight coursing through her body. And though her eyes were desperate to close, she knew that all she’d see in slumber would be Poppy’s limp body, auburn hair fanned out around her head, her skin darkening with crimson blood. In a bid to escape the nightmares, she’d offered to take the morning watch, letting her grateful friends rest their weary shoulders. She’d expected to be alone on the porch, but a moment later, Heidi plonked herself down in the empty deckchair. They were quiet for a moment, both lost in thought. 
 
    “That was close,” Heidi said finally, breaking the silence.  
 
    “Too close,” Cassie agreed. She was grateful to those who’d done the pharmacy run, but who knew if it would be enough? The night had been a stark reminder of the dangers around them, from rotters or otherwise. Without hospitals, any injury could be life-threatening. 
 
    Cassie rubbed at her eyes, a tell-tale sign that she needed to sleep. “I don’t know how many close calls like that we can get through.” She paused, resting her head back against the frame of the deckchair. “I shouldn’t have let her fight,” she said softly. “Or I should have taken the lead. She wasn’t ready for such a big battle. If we’d have stuck together, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. And I put you guys at risk asking you to go to the pharmacy…” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself. You can’t protect everyone, Cass. I know you want to, but it’s simply not possible. And I hate to sound like Luke, but we all have to learn to fend for ourselves at some point.” 
 
    Cassie sighed, sinking her face into her hands. “We can’t lose people. Not when we’ve come so far. We can’t lose her.” 
 
    Heidi didn’t reply. Cassie knew she didn’t want to make any false promises. Their health and lives hung in a precarious balance, and each day that scale could tip either way at a moment’s notice.  
 
    “Cassie…” Heidi said gingerly. Cassie turned to see her friend looking expectantly at her. “I’ve seen the way you look at her.” 
 
    Cassie took a deep breath. Her heart was racing, and not just from the aftermath of the fight. She felt her ears redden and her palms go cold with sweat. She fidgeted in her deckchair, pulling at the sleeves of her fleece nervously. 
 
    “How long have you known?” she asked finally. 
 
    “I always suspected,” Heidi admitted. “Guys used to ask you out back in school and you never showed any interest. I thought at first that maybe it was just because all high school guys are irritating as hell and way too immature for you. But then I saw you and Poppy getting closer…and it just clicked.” 
 
    Cassie pulled the beanie she was wearing further down over her long blonde hair, drawing her knees up to her chest protectively. She kept her eyes on the dawning horizon, not wanting to meet Heidi’s watchful gaze. She found it hard to open up, even around her best friend. 
 
    “I like girls,” Cassie said after a moment’s pause. Just saying the words, she felt a weight she hadn’t even realized she’d been carrying around ease inside her chest. She’d never said those words out loud before; not to herself, not to anyone. She took a deep breath. “I’ve always known. But I wasn’t ready for that to be…me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
     “I wasn’t ready for people to know because I was scared that it would change things. That people would treat me differently, or see me differently. I was scared that it would change me. Coming out would make all of that real.”  
 
    “Cass,” Heidi said gently. “You’re still you. This doesn’t change that. How many people do we know who have come out in the past few years? You knew I was bisexual before we left high school. And when we met Luke, he told us pretty quickly that he was asexual. I believe his exact words were, ‘I put the ace in asexual.’ You’ve never had to worry about this kind of thing around us.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s not just you guys I have to worry about.” 
 
    Heidi’s expression softened. “I know. And it’s a lot, telling people these things. It shouldn’t be so difficult. Straight kids don’t have to explain themselves. Parents start telling little boys that they’ll be getting all the girls before they can walk. Little girls get told that if they wear a pretty dress and a smile then they’ll get a boyfriend in no time. It doesn’t make it easy to tell people that you don’t want those things…especially the older generation. But now, you can be more you than I think you’ve ever let yourself be. You don’t need to hide from us anymore…I promise.”  
 
    She let the words sink in. When Cassie remained silent, Heidi gestured to the corpses littering the yard. “Besides, we’re at the threshold of hell. Who’s going to treat you any differently? Dead Man Walking over there? At the end of the day, whether we’re a he, she or they, it’s us vs the dead. We’re either human or one of those things. I’m pretty sure that we all have bigger things to worry about than two girls fancying one another.” 
 
    Cassie smiled sadly. She could always rely on Heidi to try and lighten the mood. And she could see what Heidi was getting at. In a world where each day was a battle between life or death, everything became about survival. When it came to their victims, the rotters weren’t fussy eaters. Sexuality didn’t factor into whether you were prey or not.  
 
    But it wasn’t the dead she was worried about, it was the living. 
 
    “It just doesn’t seem to matter anymore,” Cassie dismissed. “In case you hadn’t noticed, dating options are pretty slim around here anyway.” 
 
    “It’s still important,” Heidi insisted. “Especially considering that you’re not looking for dating options. You’re looking for the girl you like to say that she likes you back. And you just happen to live under the same roof right now.” 
 
    “That’s true. But I don’t feel like I’m in the headspace to entertain those thoughts right now. I’m just trying to survive the night.” 
 
    Cassie almost laughed at the absurdity of their situation. She’d always imagined what it would be like to finally be honest about her sexuality, but she’d never expected to come out in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. It seemed silly, to worry about being gay when the world was turning to ruin around them. 
 
    “It’s scary,” Heidi said. “This life…it’s fucking terrifying. We’re all afraid to die. But I think what’s even scarier than dying is not living while you have the chance.” 
 
    Cassie was quiet. And maybe it was because they’d already come so close to dying, but she knew that Heidi was right. She knew that if she got her shot with Poppy, she had to take it. She might not get more than one chance. 
 
    But there were other things bothering her. Things that she hadn’t allowed herself to think about because they hurt too much. But after a while, they came spilling out of her, feelings she couldn’t hold back on any longer. 
 
    “I’ll never get to tell my family,” she said at last. “I used to work myself up about that. But now that I won’t get the chance to say these things…I’d give anything to be able to.” 
 
    Cassie’s voice wobbled. She could feel tears pricking in her eyes. She wasn’t used to letting herself be so emotionally vulnerable. Since the first day when she hadn’t been able to find Fletcher, she’d taught herself to keep her guard up. To not think about her family. But the intensity of the night had sent cracks splintering through that barrier.  
 
    “You can’t tell your parents…but maybe you could tell Poppy how you feel.” 
 
    “I can’t. Fighting to stay alive is already complicated enough.” 
 
    “But maybe that’s exactly why you should her. Poppy could have died tonight. We’re just lucky that she didn’t - or any of us, for that matter.”  
 
    Cassie took a deep breath. “What if she doesn’t feel the same way?” 
 
    “Cass, I’ve seen the two of you together. I know what you mean to each other. You’re incredibly lucky to have that. And yes, the stakes are higher now. But I think that, if we lost Poppy and you never told her how you feel…you’d carry that around with you forever. Besides, nobody would be surprised.” 
 
    Cassie groaned, feeling her face flush. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “You tease her relentlessly. You hang out together whenever you can. You’re always a shoulder for her to cry on. You laugh at all her jokes, even though they’re shit. Poppy has many great qualities, but humor isn’t one of them.” 
 
    Cassie hid her face in her hands. “Do you think she knows?” 
 
    “Maybe if you asked her-” 
 
    “Heidi-” 
 
    “What have you got to lose?” Heidi raised an eyebrow. “Hey, I know it’s rough…but so is hiding these things from one another. Poppy doesn’t tend to talk to people about her feelings, aside from you…but if I could bet, I’d say that she’s on your level. Perhaps you wear your heart on your sleeve a little more, but she knows that too, and she keeps looking for ways to get closer to you. I think you’re both just waiting for a perfect moment, when in actual fact, the timing couldn’t be better.” 
 
    Cassie managed a smile, sniffing as she wiped the tears that had spilled onto her cheeks. “I’d take a horde of rotters over bringing this up to her any day,” she mumbled. 
 
    “After the night we’ve had, I’d be careful what you wish for,” Heidi murmured, her hand tightening around her trusty screwdriver. She glared suspiciously at the rotter bodies strewn about the yard. Then her face softened and she reached over to squeeze Cassie’s shoulder. “You tell her in your own time. But I think there’s nothing to lose and everything to gain. Give yourselves a fighting chance.” Heidi sat back in her chair, staring out at the fields. “And if that girl hurts you, the rotters won’t be the only ones getting their butts kicked.” 
 
      
 
    Ginge was so tired that she could barely see straight. She had swapped places with Heidi and Cassie some time ago, allowing them to get a couple of hours of sleep, though Ginge had barely slept herself. Gazing out at the empty fields ahead, she reminded herself that it was perfectly natural to be exhausted. They had survived an assault from the army of the undead, and she’d almost lost her family, her friends and her sanity in the process. 
 
    “Ginge? Are you alright?” 
 
    Ginge turned to see that Warren was looking at her. They’d been sitting on the front lawn for at least an hour now, keeping an eye out for rotters, and they’d barely said a word to one another. It was unusual for them. But knowing that he was looking out for her, keeping an eye on her, made her feel indescribably good. Usually, she was the one taking care of everyone. When it came to Warren, she thought she was likely more capable of saving the pair of them if danger came along, but it was his desperation to make sure that she was alright that moved her. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said, though she wasn’t sure it was true. In the moment when she thought she’d lost Cara, she had felt as though she was standing at the edge of a cliff. She didn't know how close she was to toppling over that edge, and that scared her sometimes. She didn’t want to lose anyone else, and she certainly didn’t want to lose herself. 
 
    “You don’t have to say that if it’s not true. Not for my benefit,” Warren said gently. He reached out for her hand and took it in his, his thumb brushing over her knuckle. Ginge’s breath got caught in her throat, and the gesture made her feel vulnerable. It made her feel like she could burst into tears at any moment. It was like all of her walls keeping her strong were tumbling down every time she was around Warren. 
 
    “It just…it just scares me. That we weren’t prepared, that we could so easily have died, that it’s going to change us as people. Cara, she…she changed out there. She’d never killed one of those things before. And now, she’s stuck with the memory of slaughtering a barn full of rotters. She’s sensitive. She knows that they used to be people. I think some people find that easy to look past because it’s survival of the fittest. But for Cara…I don’t think she can cope with it.” 
 
    Warren nodded in understanding, listening intently. Ginge loved that about him. He didn’t try to butt in with empty promises about how everything was going to be okay. He knew she didn’t need to hear lies. She just wanted someone to listen.  
 
    “I don’t know how she’s going to be now. I don’t think it’s made her stronger…I think it’s just made her more terrified. And if one of us breaks down, it’s going to make us all come undone. I keep thinking about her, about Poppy…I hate to say it, but they’re weak links.” 
 
    “They’re not the only ones,” Warren said quietly. “I wasn’t made for this either.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. You’ve worked so hard…you’ve kept me going this whole time. You know, everyone keeps saying that I’m the glue keeping everything here together, and I think that’s true. But you’re the one keeping me from falling apart.” 
 
    Warren’s eyes found Ginge’s in the soft light of the morning. Her heart was racing, their fingers still entwined. He had no idea how much she cared about him. They hadn’t known one another for long, but it didn’t matter to her. Everything about him put her at ease. Everything about him made her feel like the world wasn’t such a bad place to be.  
 
    She wanted to kiss him. 
 
    Ginge had never kissed anyone before, but one look at Warren told her that he’d be too shy to make the move. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. For just a few minutes, she wanted to forget that the world was spinning too fast. She had so much to be afraid of, but she didn’t want her first kiss to be one filled with anxiety. She just wanted to give in to the feelings he gave her and hope that he felt the same.  
 
    She leaned in a little closer… 
 
    “Howdy!” 
 
    Ginge looked over her shoulder, blinking in surprise. Behind her, Rori was emerging from the house, dark circles under his eyes, but a peppy grin on his face.  
 
    “I’m here to relieve you of your duties!” he said. “Must be a relief, right?” 
 
    Ginge sighed. The moment was over. Rori had seen to that. Letting go of Warren’s hand, she stood from her deckchair, her legs aching and stiff. 
 
    “I guess so. Thanks, Rori.” 
 
    “Hey, anytime,” Rori said, collapsing into her chair. “What would you do without me?” 
 
    Oh, I can think of a few things, Ginge thought as she trudged back up to the house.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Nice shot, Patrick!” 
 
    Will clapped Patrick on the shoulder enthusiastically. Patrick grinned. He handed Hakim the slingshot back. The biter that Patrick had just fired a neon orange bouncy ball at was now missing an eye. It snapped its teeth up at the boys gathered on the fire escape. 
 
    Hakim loaded the slingshot with a gold, glittery ball. They’d found an odd assortment of bouncy balls and marbles whilst rooting through the manager’s office that morning. The slingshot was actually a catapult for fishing bait. Fletcher never thought that anything used for fishing could be so much fun. 
 
    Hakim’s shot missed its target, ricocheting off the wall and hitting a short, stumpy female biter right on the nose. Fletcher giggled. 
 
    “Sorry, Karen!” Hakim shouted down. He didn’t seem too concerned about the creatures below. After all, they were so far out of reach that they couldn’t possibly hurt them.  
 
    The biter in question bared her broken teeth in response. 
 
    “Go on, Fletcher,” Hakim encouraged, passing him the slingshot. 
 
    Fletcher rolled the glass marble between his fingers. He looked down at the biters in the alley, wondering which target to pick. Should he go for the bald chap in the football shirt, with a bloated belly hanging over the waistband of his bloodied jeans? Or the tall lady with long, matted hair pressed against the dumpster? 
 
    Fletcher pulled back the elastic of the slingshot. He slipped the marble in, turning toward the female biter by the dumpster. He fired, but his aim was too low, the marble missing its target. Fletcher watched in horror as it hit a smaller, child-size figure, who was wearing a yellow raincoat and blue wellies. 
 
    Suddenly, Fletcher felt sick to his stomach. The game didn’t seem so funny anymore. 
 
    Silently, he handed the slingshot back to Hakim. What had started out as innocent fun had only served to remind him that the biters had been people. That they’d been going about their normal, everyday lives, not knowing what would become of them. 
 
    When the last marble was fired, Will leaned his elbows against the railing. He took off his cap and ran a hand through his thick hair, deep in thought. 
 
    “They’d normally disperse by now,” he said, more to himself than the others. “I wonder what’s keeping them here…” 
 
    “Maybe we’re the tastiest offer around…” Hakim joked. 
 
    “Or the only offer,” Will said grimly. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s because you’re dangling yourselves above them like a piece of meat!” Zoe exclaimed. She’d crept up behind them and was standing with her arms crossed and a disapproving look on her face. Hakim guiltily hid the slingshot behind his back. 
 
    Without turning around, Will looked at Fletcher. “She’s probably right, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Will cast a last glance down to the streets. He sighed. 
 
    “We should probably tell Alby about this,” he said. “He’ll know what to do.” 
 
      
 
     Back on the shop floor, Patrick was pleased to see that Charlie was awake. They’d left him snoring in the tent, grateful that he had a temporary reprieve from his grief. Patrick didn’t blame Charlie for his anger back at the school. If they’d lost Zoe, Patrick knew he would have been the same - or worse.  
 
    Charlie was sitting in a camping chair, cradling a steaming mug and stifling a yawn. Patrick took the empty seat next to him.  
 
    “I didn’t know you liked coffee,” Patrick said. 
 
    “I don’t. The smell just reminds me of her.” Charlie smiled sadly. He took a sip, wincing with disgust. 
 
    Patrick didn’t reply. In truth, he couldn’t find the words. He’d broken bad news to families of patients before, but the words came easier when you’d done everything you could to save someone. Nora had been as good as dead the minute the biter sunk its teeth into her. None of them had even had the chance to save her.  
 
    “What do you think, boss?” Patrick asked him quietly. “What do you think of it here?” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “It’s safer than the school,” he said simply. “Supplies are more accessible here. And these guys seem to know what they’re doing. They can look after themselves.”  
 
    Patrick had a niggling suspicion that Charlie was grateful someone else was taking charge for a while. But whether they could trust Alby or not remained to be seen. 
 
    “The biters are still outside, though. They haven’t moved on from last night. We might have to wait it out here a little longer whether we want to or not.” 
 
    Charlie looked resigned. Maybe being with Nora had made dealing with the biters easier. They’d been a team, everyone could see that. Come to think of it, Patrick couldn’t think of a single time they’d faced the biters separately. They’d been each other’s right-hands, second-in-commands. When it came to survival, that meant everything. 
 
    “Charlie…you should know, if you need to talk-” 
 
    Patrick was interrupted by the sound of the others returning. Things had been pretty relaxed since they arrived at the store, and it was easy to forget the biters roaming outside. Now, however, Patrick could sense that Zoe was tense as she brought the boys back into the room. Will nodded to Patrick with a small smile. 
 
    “Hey. Where’s Alby?” 
 
    “Here,” Alby said, appearing as though from the shadows.  
 
    “Good, so we’re all together,” Zoe said, placing her hands on her hips. Patrick knew these moods of hers, where she was determined to get things done and to talk some sense into the people around her. She was always mild mannered, but she had no issue in telling people what to do if she thought they were slacking off. “I want to talk about the biters outside. While the boys have been playing Bullseye with the dead…” She shot an accusatory glance at Will, Hakim and Fletcher, “They’ve failed to notice that they’re sticking around like a bad smell. Hakim tells me that’s unusual for them?” 
 
    Fletcher stood close to Zoe, guilt written all over his face. It was almost comical to Patrick, but the thought of the biters grouping up made him uncomfortable to say the least. Alby stood with his hands held behind his back, pondering what she had said. 
 
    “It is unusual…they’re not a threat right now, but we don’t want them staying where they are.” 
 
    “They aren’t really bothering us…” Sadie pointed out. “We could wait it out.” 
 
    “And wait until we run out of food?” Alby said. 
 
    “That’s our only way in or out,” Will explained to the newcomers. “We couldn’t risk using the main entrance because the doors are motion-sensored. So they’re locked.” 
 
    “We can’t get rid of the biters without combat,” Alby said irritably. He gestured to the small group. “We don’t exactly have the numbers to take them down.” 
 
    “We don’t necessarily need combat,” Patrick realized suddenly. “Like you said, we just need to get rid of them. We don’t need to kill them.” 
 
    “But how can we do that without killing them?” Alby argued. 
 
    “Well, what we really need is a distraction.” 
 
    Alby raised an eyebrow skeptically. Patrick got the distinct feeling that Alby wasn’t too impressed with him, a newcomer, suggesting a plan of action.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Will asked, frowning. 
 
    “The Zeds - sorry, biters,” Patrick quickly corrected himself. He felt the tips of his ears burn red. “Sure, hunger seems to be their primary focus, but they do have other sensory responses too. They appear to respond to loud noises.” 
 
    Patrick let the words sink in for the others. A plan was piecing itself together slowly in his head. With his patients, he always worked through symptoms and causes methodically, and that was what he was trying to do now. But leadership didn’t come as naturally to him as it had to Charlie. He didn’t have Charlie’s confidence, his direction. But he was reliable, and he knew that Fletcher and Zoe, at least, put their trust in him. And that encouraged him to continue. 
 
    “We use what we know about them to our advantage. They react to loud noises. So, let’s make a noise loud enough to distract them away from the store. Away from us.” Patrick paused, trying to read the faces in the room. 
 
    “But how are we going to make a loud noise?” Sadie asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “Well,” Patrick said brightly. A smile spread across his face. “It’s a bloody good job that we brought an ambulance with us, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “If we could find somewhere to drive the ambulance into, we could maybe lead the biters there and trap them inside. Like you did with the gym, back at the school,” Patrick said, turning to Charlie. Fletcher was already warming to Patrick’s idea, excitement bubbling inside him at the prospect. 
 
    Charlie nodded. “But on a much larger scale.” 
 
    “So, we use the ambulance to lure the biters away from us,” Alby said. Fletcher had the sense that Alby was trying to take back control of the situation. “If that works, what do you suggest we do from there?” 
 
    “Well, we need to find a location big enough to drive into,” Patrick said. “Somewhere that we can seal off easily, and securely.” 
 
    “But it can’t be somewhere that cuts off any supplies,” Fletcher added. “Which rules out any supermarkets.” 
 
    Patrick nodded, deep in thought. 
 
    “What about the sports stadium?” Sadie suggested. “It’s a bit out of town…” 
 
    Alby shook his head immediately. “That’s too far. We need it to be closer if this outrageous plan is going to work. We don’t know how long their attention span is.” 
 
    “But it has to be far enough away that they won’t be a danger to us,” Patrick agreed. He smiled kindly at Sadie. “Good suggestion, though.” 
 
    The group fell silent, each searching their brains for solutions. Fletcher pictured the surrounding area of his hometown in his head. He thought of his and Cassie’s favorite weekend haunts. The shopping mall, the cinema, the park. But nothing sprang to mind. He thought back to where they’d left the ambulance, in the parking lot by the town hall… 
 
    “What about the parking lot?” he said suddenly. The group turned their attention to him. “Not the one by the town hall, but the underground multi-story? It’s got shutters, they used to close them at night.” 
 
    “Plus, if we ever did need a car, there’s nobody stopping us pinching one off the streets. We can spare the ambulance in that case,” Hakim added, building the momentum of the plan. 
 
    Patrick nodded slowly. “That could work…” 
 
    He sat forward attentively in his chair. “What do we need?” Patrick started listing off various things on his fingers. “A driver, and some runners to open and close the shutters. Remember, we need to seal off every exit or entrance there is…” 
 
     “I’ll be a runner,” Fletcher piped up immediately. He wanted to prove himself useful. Sure, he was years younger than the rest of the group, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be an asset to the operation. He didn’t want to be underestimated by his new acquaintances. 
 
    “Us too,” Will said, gesturing to himself and Hakim. They bumped fists in agreement. 
 
    “I’m in,” Charlie said quietly. 
 
    “I can drive,” Zoe volunteered. “I cut the sirens in the ambulance when we drove here, but I’m pretty sure I could hot wire them.” 
 
    Patrick looked at Zoe, shocked. 
 
    “What?” She shrugged, tucking her long hair behind her ears. “My dad was a mechanic. I’m always prepared, Patrick!” 
 
    “Noted,” Patrick said, shaking his head in disbelief.  
 
    “But how will you even get through the biters to the ambulance?” Alby asked irritably. “And how will you get out of the car park, once the biters are in?” He was determined to undermine each step of the plan they were forming, that much was clear. “The plan works, if we can drive into the car park and if we can lure the biters in - undetected. You’d all have to be able to get out, otherwise it’s a suicide mission.” 
 
    The room fell silent again. They were stumped. 
 
    “You said the biters have sensory responses,” Will said finally, turning to Patrick. Patrick nodded. “What about scent?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. We haven’t tested it, but there has to be something that means they can tell us apart from them, right?” 
 
    “What if we disguise ourselves?” Will suggested. “As one of them?” 
 
    “But to smell like them,” Hakim said slowly. “We’d have to…” 
 
    “You’re not seriously suggesting that people cover themselves in biter remains?” Alby said incredulously. “I mean, of all the ideas…” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” Will said. 
 
    “Gross,” Hakim winced.  
 
    “We don’t even know whether that would work,” Alby continued, shooting the idea down. “This is all conjecture. We could be walking into the mouth of the lion’s den.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Charlie challenged at last. Fletcher had almost forgotten he was in the room, he’d been so quiet. Charlie was lounging in a camping chair, arms crossed. “I don’t see you coming up with any better ideas.” 
 
    “What else do you suggest?” Fletcher added swiftly. He could see Alby bristling for an argument, and he didn’t want Charlie being the victim of it. He was getting annoyed by Alby’s attitude. It was his way or the highway, and if it hadn’t been for Alby’s crew saving his life, Fletcher would tell him to stick it where the sun didn’t shine. But for now, he had to keep the peace. “We go in all weapons blazing, and someone is going to get killed. All of us, if we aren’t careful. We stay in here, who knows how long it’ll be before they leave. You said it earlier, they don’t usually hang around this long. We’re smarter than they are. We’ve got to use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “Violence can’t always be the answer,” Charlie agreed. He caught Fletcher’s eye, and for a moment, Fletcher saw the brief glimmer of the Charlie he’d first met. The boy he’d been around Nora; confident, self-assured, conscientious. Fletcher hoped Charlie would find his way back to that again for good. 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” Patrick said. “Besides, the more we learn about these creatures, the better our chances of survival are in the long run. This can be like a little experiment.” 
 
    Piece by piece, their plan was coming together. 
 
    And piece by piece, Alby kept threatening to unravel it. 
 
    “Let’s put it to a vote,” Zoe suggested diplomatically. “Those in favor of trying the plan, raise your hands.” 
 
    One by one, each of them raised their hands. Sadie was the last, with a nervous glance in Alby’s direction.  
 
    Alby didn’t raise his hand. 
 
    Will clapped their leader on his shoulder, barely sensing the danger they were in. “You’re outnumbered, dude.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to see that Alby’s face was like thunder. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Heidi woke up to a pair of hands shaking her shoulders. Groggily, she opened her eyes, groaning a little. Luke’s face was looking down at her, his dark eyebrows knitted together in irritation. 
 
    “What have I done now?” Heidi asked, making a show of yawning widely. She did not appreciate being woken up so callously. 
 
    “It’s more about what you haven’t done. You’ve had a few hours of shut eye. Now you need to get outside and help with the clean up.” 
 
    “The clean up?” 
 
    “Yes. In case you’ve forgotten, our entire front yard is covered in corpses. I’ve been up since sunrise digging a pit to throw them in. We can burn them and get rid of our little rotter problem for good.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got it covered.” 
 
    “If you’re not out of that sleeping bag in five seconds, I’ll drag you outside in it. Okay?” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’m coming…” 
 
    And that’s how she’d found herself, one clear autumn afternoon on Ginge’s farm, cleaning up zombie guts. The rain clouds still hovered over her head in the sky, reminding her that it was only a few hours before that they’d been fighting for their lives in the rain. In fact, she’d only made it to bed three hours earlier, making her exhaustion feel even more intense.  
 
    “I need to sleep,” Heidi complained as she and Rori made their way through the yard, loading rotters onto a wheelbarrow for disposal. “I’ll be much more tolerable once I’ve slept.” 
 
    “Can I get that in writing?” Rori replied dryly.  
 
    “Do you think we could make it look like an accident if we pushed him in?” Heidi asked Rori bitterly, shooting a disgruntled look at Luke as she held the wheelbarrow steady. He was standing by the pit he’d dug, looking down at the pile of corpses that was beginning to fill the ground. 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone it was you if you give him a shove,” Rori said with a tired, but still mischievous, smile. 
 
    Heidi and Rori worked methodically as a pair, Rori shoveling dismembered body parts - sometimes even entire corpses - into a wheelbarrow that Heidi unloaded into the pit. It would have been exhausting work even without battling the lethargy that was setting in from the fight. Heidi’s arms felt like lead, and she caught herself twice almost dropping the wheelbarrow’s handles. Soon later, others joined them in the yard to help out, each of them being rudely woken from their short slumber to assist with the task. Even Cara eventually trudged outside, her eyes ringed with dark circles and her face set into a grimace. Only Poppy and the kids stayed inside. There was a lot to do, and the task loomed ahead of them all. 
 
    They all worked in silence, too tired to muster up any conversation beyond the occasional order barked by Luke or a complaint at his dictatorial ways. 
 
    As Heidi crossed the yard on what felt like her hundredth trip, she thought longingly of her bed in her parents’ home. She imagined fresh bedding and Old Ted and Panda, her trusty stuffed companions, at her side. She pictured a hot chocolate at her bedside, her favorite pair of fluffy socks warming her feet… 
 
    “Where are you right now?” Rori asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    It was a game they’d started playing with each other when things got tough, inspired by one of Heidi’s favorite books. It began as something to help them both sleep, to distract them from nightmares of hungry teeth and foul, rotting hands. Or worse, nightmares plagued by those they’d already lost. But now, it felt like a good game to distract them for a while. 
 
    “In bed. My real bed, at home. What about you?” 
 
    “Lying on a beach,” Rori said. “Digging my feet into the sand and getting a tan.” 
 
    “But we aren’t there, are we?” Heidi said with a sigh. “We’re here, mucking out corpses, while we’re expected to be enthusiastic about it.” She glared across the yard at Luke once again. 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Do you think I could feign an injury to get out of doing this? Or is it too late for that? Go on, shove me in the stream and I’ll do a Poppy.” 
 
    “Well, you somehow got yourself out of digging the pit in the first place, so I’d consider yourself lucky,” Rori pointed out. “But if Luke suggests we do something else after this, it’s my last straw. I’m bloody knackered.” 
 
    Heidi paused her work for a moment and nudged Rori’s shoulder. “Hey. Maybe someday we’ll make it to that beach. Maybe we can put our feet up, build sandcastles, poke jellyfish on the shoreline…and there won’t be any rotters there to ruin the fun. Just you and me.” 
 
    “Just…just the two of us?” 
 
    Heidi blushed. “Or, you know, us - collectively. All of us. Whatever.” 
 
    There was a sparkle of mischief in Rori’s eye, but he said nothing else, smiling knowingly at Heidi as he scooped the remains of a rotter into the wheelbarrow. Heidi averted her gaze and tried to pretend like the last thirty seconds hadn’t happened. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up, Joe, I haven’t got all day.” 
 
    Joe withheld a sigh as he single-handedly wheeled a barrow full of corpses to the edge of the pit. Luke watched him with his arms folded. He had taken it upon himself to guard the pit, despite the fact that there was little to do other than watch the corpses pile up. Joe’s forehead was sweating as he began to tip the wheelbarrow to dump the corpses. 
 
    “Do you think you could come out into the field and give me a hand? Everyone else is partnered up, I’m struggling a little on my own…” 
 
    “You’re doing a grand job. I wouldn’t want to interfere.” 
 
    Joe murmured something under his breath, irritated by Luke’s answer. Luke responded by putting his hand to his ear, beckoning Joe to speak up. 
 
    “What was that you said? Got something on your mind, Joe?” 
 
    “Perhaps a few things,” Joe snapped. He didn’t often lose his temper, especially not with Luke. He didn’t like to give him the satisfaction. But after the night they’d had, he was bone tired and grouchy and he felt like giving someone a piece of his mind. “You know, Luke, everyone else here has been so welcoming to me. I’ve been here long enough now to show you that I’m not a bad person. You’d have struggled without my help last night. And in apocalypse days, I’ve basically been here for months. I’ve done a lot for you and all you ever do is try to make me feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should stop trying so hard to please me,” Luke said plainly. Joe shoved the empty wheelbarrow to one side and glared at Luke.  
 
    “Oh, I’m done with that. So done. I know when I’m fighting a losing battle. But you know what the worst thing is, Luke? I don’t think you would’ve blinked an eye if I’d died last night. You made me go first into the horde. Maybe some part of you even hoped I wouldn’t make it.” 
 
    “I think perhaps that’s a little overdramatic.” 
 
    Joe began to advance toward him, making his way through the slippery mud to get to him. “No, I don’t think so. You think I’m the problem, that I’m the threat to your friends, but let’s be honest. I’m the only one in danger here, and it’s because of you.” 
 
    “Joe, careful. It’s slippery. Some of the rotters are still kicking in the pit-” 
 
    “Let me talk for once!” 
 
    “Watch it, Joe-” 
 
    But it was too late.  
 
    Joe’s foot slipped in the mud and he lost his balance. With a yelp of surprise, he fell backwards into the pit of rotters. He landed with a hard thud, feeling bones crushing and skin squelching beneath him. Cursing, Joe scrambled to his feet, his boots squelching amongst the mass of filthy, rotting corpses surrounding him. He tried not to retch at the feeling of gore covering his clothes.  Looking up at Luke - who was clearly holding back the words, I told you so - Joe reached up and dug his fingers into the cold earth to hoist himself up. 
 
    With a snarl, the body beside him came to life, teeth bared inside a sunken, exposed jaw. Joe lost his grip, stumbling away from the animated corpse in horror.  
 
    Sighing with frustration, Luke knelt down and thrust his hands into the pit for Joe to grab onto. The rotter’s teeth gnashed hungrily inches from Joe’s arm. Joe was frozen in fear. 
 
    “Grab my hands!” Luke called. 
 
    But even as Joe grabbed Luke’s wrists and felt himself being pulled upwards, another rotter wrapped its hand around his ankle. Joe’s blue eyes were wide with panic as the creature leered at his feet, its broken teeth arranged in a sinister grin. Joe kicked out wildly, wrenching his foot free from the rotter’s grasp as Luke pulled him over the top of the pit and onto solid ground. 
 
    Shaking with fear, Joe collapsed on the ground beside Luke, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Lucky I had a soft landing,” Joe said sheepishly, embarrassed at how he’d let his anger get in his way.  
 
    “Lucky I was here to save your life - again,” Luke retorted bitterly. “I call that 2-0 to me.” 
 
    Joe squeezed his eyes shut. He had been trying so hard to get on the good side of Luke, but it seemed impossible. He was starting to think that maybe Luke didn’t have a good side. At least, not for Joe anyway. 
 
    “For a moment there, I thought you were going to leave me,” Joe admitted miserably. 
 
    “For a moment there, I almost did,” Luke said. “But you won’t make that mistake again, will you? And I guess I just proved your theory wrong, Joe. I don’t want you dead. I just want nothing to do with you. So if you stay out of my way, I’ll stay out of yours. We don’t have to like one another. We just have to survive this.” 
 
    Joe straightened up, brushing himself off. His gratefulness to Luke had quickly been replaced by anger again. He picked up the handles of his wheelbarrow and began to walk away.  
 
    “That suits me just fine.” 
 
      
 
    The day went slowly for everyone on the farm. It took them the entirety of it to collect the rotter corpses and dump them in the pit. By the time they’d made it to that point, they were all exhausted. Cara cooked them up a meal to enjoy after their labor was done, and they all sat around the table to enjoy the fact that they were still alive. After all they’d been through, it felt like a miracle. 
 
    Night fell on the farm once more. Darkness swallowed their surroundings again as the moon replaced the sun’s reign in the sky. But the storm had passed, at least, and all was still once again. All was quiet. 
 
    Now, the group gathered around the pit they’d dug and filled with the rotters’ remains. Only Hannah and Billy, who Ginge had just tucked into bed, and Poppy were absent from their ranks. Warren had found some old wooden crates whilst patrolling the cow sheds, which, with Joe’s help, had been broken down and thrown on top of the bodies to act as kindling. Ginge had even spared a splash of their precious diesel supply for the occasion. The clothes they’d worn during the massacre - now completely ruined - had also been thrown in the pit for good measure. 
 
    Eliza struck a match and a flame burst to life. It danced in the soft breeze, shadows flickering across her face as she knelt beside the pit. She dropped the match onto the fuel-soaked wooden crates and stepped back to rejoin the group. Together, they watched as the fire took; slowly, and then all at once. The group were quiet as the fire raged, flames dancing as smoke billowed into the sky. 
 
    Without speaking, Ginge and Warren handed out cans of cider they’d found in the pantry. Only Luke refused a can, claiming to need a clear head. But after the day they’d had, they all needed something stronger to send them to sleep. 
 
    In the end, it was Rori who broke the silence. 
 
    “What did you want to be?” he asked the group. “You know, before?” 
 
    “An author,” Heidi said immediately. “I always pictured spending all my days writing. We all know I used to skip classes at college to write stories. But right now, this is enough fantasy for me.” 
 
    “Cheers to that,” Rori agreed, tapping his can against Heidi’s. 
 
    “I wanted to be a teacher,” Warren said. He shot Ginge a sheepish smile and she couldn’t resist nestling her head on his shoulder. He was so good with Hannah and Billy, that she should have known. His temperament was perfect for a career with children.  
 
    “I was always going to be a farmer,” Ginge said. There was no surprise there. She gestured to the fields, the barns and the house. “Come on, I was always going to be in this for the long haul.” As the oldest child, Ginge had always been expected to inherit the farm. She’d been glued to her father’s side since she could remember, learning from the best. 
 
    “And you’re doing a splendid job,” Warren said with a warm smile. 
 
    “I just didn’t expect to take over so soon,” Ginge replied quietly. Warren put his arm around her shoulders, giving her a gentle squeeze of reassurance. It was all she needed to make her feel a little better. 
 
    “I wanted to be a priest when I was younger,” Luke said. 
 
    Rori spat out the swig of cider he’d taken. “A priest?” 
 
    Luke shrugged. “Don’t act so surprised. I was raised a Catholic.” 
 
    “An events planner,” Cara piped up. “Or a make-up artist maybe.” 
 
    Ginge smiled at her sister. Cara had always been so different to the rest of their family; so much more concerned with dressing up than mucking out the cows and getting her hands dirty. It had always been a mystery to Ginge how she and Cara had ended up so dissimilar. But Ginge was proud of her, for getting stuck in and finding her feet. She hoped Cara would grow into herself more from it. 
 
    “What about you, Joe?” Rori asked.  
 
    “I was training to be a carpenter, so that I suppose,” Joe said. Ginge sensed that he still felt like an outsider, like he was intruding on their lives. But the truth was, they’d have struggled defending their home without him. And she knew that, given time, Luke would start to warm to him too. 
 
    “Eliza, Cass?” Rori asked. 
 
    Cassie sighed. “I was never sure what I wanted to do. I had so many passions, so many things that I enjoyed…but I always felt like I had to think practically about my career. Like, I had to do something that would give me the life I wanted. I guess that I always thought about work as a way to make enough money to live my dream life…and to have time for my other passions in between.” 
 
    “I like that answer,” Rori said with a decisive nod. “Eliza?” 
 
    Eliza smiled to herself. “I always imagined doing something to do with history or politics. I hadn’t decided what yet. I felt like I had time to think about it.” 
 
    They all fell into silence. They knew now that they didn’t need to think about those things anymore. Those dreams they had were shattered into a million pieces. The exception was Ginge, and she suddenly realized how lucky she was. She could work the farm like she’d always dreamed of doing. And with Warren by her side, her family safe close by, her friends surrounding her, life wasn’t so bad. Even if they did have to occasionally fight the undead just to stay alive. 
 
    “I think we should drink to us,” Ginge said, raising her can high up. “To our future, whatever it may be.” 
 
    “Cheers!” Heidi cried out enthusiastically, her cider can already half empty. One by one, they all raised their cans to the sky, crying out ‘cheers’ softly into the dark. And that moment under the stars and the crescent moon, cradling lukewarm cans of cider and talking about a future that seemed so far out of their reach, was the closest they’d ever come to being teenagers drinking around a campfire again.  
 
    “Can we take this inside now?” Rori asked. “I’m cold and the smell of burning rotter is ruining my vibe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Patrick wasn’t a stranger to being covered in bodily fluids. He’d spent enough time on wards, gloves slick with blood, or vomit, or urine, to be squeamish anymore. 
 
    But even so, nothing had prepared him for this. 
 
    Patrick watched as Zoe cut open the biter’s torso with a surgeon’s precision. The incision exposed the biter’s rib cage and gory innards. Hakim and WiIl had dragged the closest biter they could reach up the fire escape ladder. Now, its body lay, immobilized by the slit in one of its eye sockets from Hakim’s penknife. The remaining eye seemed to glare up at Patrick accusingly. Swallowing, Patrick tore his gaze away. 
 
    What had he been thinking, suggesting this plan? The closer they got to carrying it out, the more ludicrous it seemed. Maybe Alby had been right to try and discourage them. Their plan hinged on good luck - something that, Patrick knew, was slim on the ground these days. 
 
    “Hey, he was called Will too!” Will said excitedly. He was searching through the biter’s pockets, examining the driver’s license he’d found. He glanced down at the corpse on the table, black blood pooling around the body like tar. The excitement fell from his face. “I’m sorry, man. But thanks for helping us survive, I guess.” 
 
    The six of them were silent for a moment, out of respect for the dead and trepidation at what lay ahead of them. 
 
    “Well, let’s not hang about all day,” Charlie said at last. “We might as well get this over with.” 
 
    He reached inside the biter’s ruined torso and scooped out the gory remains within. Wincing, their faces contorted with disgust, the others joined in, smearing blood and innards over the army surplus fatigues they were wearing. Zoe tucked her hair under her cap before gingerly wiping gore over her face. The smell was foul, burning Patrick’s nose.   
 
    They’d hit the jackpot with the army supplies, even finding a pair of walkie talkies that Fletcher and Will attached to their belts. The group would be split, but at least they could communicate. The fatigues drowned Fletcher, the legs of the pants trailing on the floor, and Patrick suddenly felt protective over the younger boy. 
 
    “Let’s go through the plan one more time,” Patrick suggested. They’d rehearsed the plan twice already, but he didn’t want any mistakes being made.  
 
    They’d identified three entrances to the underground parking lot; the entrance for the cars, with barriers and shutters, and two stairwell exits leading pedestrians to street level. Fletcher and Hakim were the fastest, whereas Patrick and Will brought strength. Charlie was their best fighter on hand, so he would ride in the ambulance with Zoe. If things didn’t go to plan, they needed their most experienced fighter in the most dangerous position. All being well, they’d meet Zoe and Charlie at the south stairwell.   
 
    “Fletcher and I will take the north stairwell, closing that off,” Patrick started. 
 
    “Me and Will can open the barriers to allow the ambulance through,” Hakim continued. “We wait until the biters are all inside before closing the shutters.” 
 
    “Charlie and I will cut the sirens and work our way through the biters to the south stairwell, which is our collective meeting point,” Zoe finished. 
 
    It sounded so simple. Yet Patrick knew that it was a risky plan. He was secretly glad that Alby had opted to stay in the store with Sadie, holding down the fort. Alby struck Patrick as someone who wanted to take the lead, but wasn’t prepared to get his hands dirty with them. Which was fine with Patrick.  
 
    He wasn’t sure why, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to trust Alby. 
 
    It was time for them to go. They all headed outside to begin their mission, each of them trying to hide their nerves. On the fire escape, Will and Charlie lowered the ladder into the sea of biters. It was showtime. 
 
    Hakim went first, scaling down the ladder nimbly with ease. He paused just above the biters, and Patrick thought he could see Hakim’s hands shaking as they gripped the rungs. Then Hakim lowered himself amongst the biters.  
 
    He waited for a moment, and Patrick held his breath. He forced himself to keep his eyes on Hakim’s dark curls, praying that his theory about scent would hold up. After a few tense minutes, Hakim turned to look up at the group still huddled on the fire escape, giving them a silent thumbs up gesture. They were good to go. 
 
    One by one, they clambered down the ladder. Patrick was the last, his trainers hitting the cobbled pavement as he dropped into the biter’s den. They weaved their way slowly through the biters, so as not to draw attention to themselves. Patrick’s heart thudded painfully in his chest. And although the biters didn’t detect that there were humans amongst them, Patrick felt unease trickle through his body. He kept expecting to feel hands gripping his body, teeth gnashing in his ears… 
 
    At the end of the alley, the group split, silently bidding one another goodbye. Patrick watched Zoe’s retreating back as she disappeared deeper into the horde. He had a lump in his throat and fear in his heart. 
 
    He wondered if he’d ever see his girlfriend again. 
 
      
 
    “I stink,” Fletcher said, wrinkling his nose.  
 
    He and Patrick were never short on conversation, but their journey to the north stairwell had been silent. Fletcher knew, from the crease between his eyebrows and the worry in Patrick’s blue eyes, that he was nervous. Any responsibility should their plan fail rested on his shoulders. 
 
    He and Patrick had made it to the north stairwell of the parking lot without complications. The further they ventured from the outdoors store, the fewer biters crossed their path. And whilst the biter guts they were covered in granted them temporary protection, the two boys pressed on without stopping to put the creatures out of their misery. Their plan was time sensitive, and their friends were the priority. 
 
    Fletcher ducked off the street and into the north stairwell. He crept slowly down the stairs, his eyes and ears alert for any sign of trouble, javelin raised. He could see Patrick in the corner of his eye behind him, mallet in his hand. They came across two biters on their way down to the parking lot entrance, wandering the stairwell aimlessly. The biters ignored the two boys. Fletcher swung his javelin, driving the pointed spear through the biter’s forehead with a sickening squelch. Blood splattered across the stairs.  
 
    They pressed on. 
 
    Patrick shrugged the rucksack he was carrying off his shoulders. Inside were heavy duty climbing ropes and carabiners they’d scrounged from the store. Fletcher held the doors shut as Patrick wound the ropes tightly through the metal hands, securing them with the carabiners. He stood back to admire his handiwork. 
 
    Fletcher tested the handles, pulling them with all his might. The doors remained firmly shut. 
 
    Patrick passed Fletcher a bottle of water from the rucksack, which Fletcher glugged down thirstily. His throat had been dry from fear and anticipation. But now that their main mission was complete, he felt the tension in his body start to relax. They could do this, Fletcher was sure. 
 
    “We’d best let them know we’re done,” Patrick said after they had a moment’s rest. 
 
    Fletcher could tell that Patrick was anxious to get moving. Maybe it had been seeing Nora taken, right before their eyes, that put Patrick on edge. Fletcher didn’t know how long he and Zoe had been together, but the apocalypse added an intensity to every relationship they had these days. Fletcher almost forgot, at times, that even he and Patrick had been strangers before.  
 
    “North exit secured, over,” Fletcher said into the walkie talkie. “All good, over?” 
 
    In any other time, Fletcher would have felt cool using a walkie talkie. Now their lives depended on it, it didn’t seem quite as exciting. 
 
    “All good, boss.” Will’s voice replied through the static. “We’re at the vehicle entrance. Hakim’s just working out the barriers and shutters now.” 
 
    “Good work. Heading south, over.” 
 
    “Nice one. See you soon, boss.” 
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow at Fletcher. “‘Over’? Really?” 
 
    “What? That’s what you’re meant to say!” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone is keeping tabs on walkie talkie etiquette anymore.” 
 
    Fletcher let the jibe slide. He was just glad that Patrick’s confidence was coming back. Closing off their exit was a step closer to being home safe. And Fletcher was itching to peel off the too-big army fatigues and scrub the dark blood from his skin. They ducked back out onto the cobbled street outside, heading towards the south stairwell. 
 
    The walkie talkie in Fletcher’s belt crackled with static. 
 
    “Shutters are up,” said Will’s voice at the other end. “Waiting for the ambulance now.” 
 
    Fletcher grinned, slapping Patrick a high-five gleefully. It felt like another win towards their survival. Another step towards proving Alby that they didn’t always have to always rely on violence to survive. 
 
    “Roger,” Fletcher spoke into the walkie talkie. 
 
    “See you at the south exit,” Will’s voice crackled. “And don’t call me Roger.” 
 
      
 
    The drive through the town in the ambulance was painfully slow. They crawled through the streets at barely 15mph, the wailing sirens drowning out the hungry moans of the biters close on their heels. The zombies navigated the cobbled pavements on unsteady feet, rigor mortis making their bodies lurch and jerk uncontrollably. 
 
    Like a sick funeral procession, Zoe thought. 
 
    She and Charlie were silent. To Zoe, it felt like they were holding their breath. Almost as though speaking would break whatever spell they’d managed to cast over the biters.   
 
    All she wanted to do was press her foot down, hard on the accelerator, and speed away. Away from the biters, away from the blood, away from the violence and the pain. It took all of her self-restraint to keep the ambulance crawling slowly towards the multi-story. She knew they’d only been gone from the outdoors store for a short time, but time was dragging slowly. It felt as though each minute further into their treacherous mission, the more dangerous it became. 
 
    If I make it out of here alive, Zoe thought. I am going to kill Patrick. 
 
    They rounded the corner, the ramp into the multi-story parking lot swinging into view. She spotted Hakim and Will hovering by the janitor’s cabin. Hakim raised a hand in greeting, waving them down the ramp and into the parking lot. Charlie returned the wave, his face grim. He was tapping his baseball bat against his knee nervously.  
 
    “Here we go,” Zoe mumbled, shifting down a gear. 
 
    Inside, the ambulance’s siren echoed even louder than before, a haunting beacon for the undead. Zoe fought the urge to cover her ears. She checked her wing-mirrors. The horde was still on their tail. The shutters were coming down. 
 
    Somehow, they’d pulled it off. 
 
    Zoe drove the ambulance further underground, passing parked cars that had been left abandoned since the first day. Biters were trapped inside some of them, and at the sound of the ambulance’s siren, they turned their bloodied eyes towards the vehicle. They banged on the glass of the car windows with rotting fists, drooling hungrily. 
 
    Zoe parked as far from the shutters as she could find. As she cut the engine and silenced the sirens, she just hoped that they’d given Hakim and Will enough time to secure the shutters. Once the siren was off, the sound of snarling biters reached their ears. There must have been hundreds of them. Hundreds of hungry, greedy mouths- 
 
    You’re safe, Zoe reminded herself. They think you’re one of them. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked Charlie gently. 
 
    Charlie nodded. “After you,” he said. “I’ll watch your back.” 
 
    She inched the driver’s door open and was met with the foul stench of rotting flesh and body odor. Zoe eased herself carefully through the slither of space that the door had provided. She didn’t bother closing the door behind her. She made her way slowly through the heaving mass of bodies, ignoring the sound of their gnashing teeth. Her skin crawled when she came into contact with the monsters, skin to skin, gore on gore. 
 
    Spotting Charlie, she reached through the horde and took his hand. She felt more secure holding onto him as she led them through the mass. The biters were still ignoring them, ambling around aimlessly now that the siren was dead. Zoe and Charlie were in the clear. But their progress was arduous, and as much as she tried to calm down, Zoe’s heart refused to beat at a normal pace. 
 
    Charlie squeezed Zoe’s hand hard, making her jump. He pointed with his baseball bat towards the bristled entrance of the seemingly empty car wash. 
 
    “Through there,” he mouthed at her. “Safer.” 
 
    Zoe nodded. She’d do anything to get away from the foul, rotting odor of the biters. She steered them towards the rollers, squeezing through the bristles and into the car wash, which was thankfully deserted. The minute they were inside, a quiet beeping sound met their ears. 
 
    “What was that noise?” Zoe hissed. 
 
    “I’ve got no idea…” Charlie whispered in response. 
 
    They got halfway through the car wash before the jets started. 
 
    Zoe and Charlie looked at one another in horror. 
 
    “That noise,” Zoe breathed. “It was the jets…” 
 
    “RUN!” Charlie bellowed, pushing Zoe forwards. Zoe didn’t need to be told twice. She ran as if her life depended on it, charging through the rollers and into the sea of outstretched rotting hands. The horde was thinner here, at least, and she thundered through them, adrenaline urging her on. Her army fatigues dripped as the water washed away the biter blood that covered them. 
 
    Washing away their protection. 
 
    She fought the urge to close her eyes as she ran, her feet pounding on the tarmac. Why on earth had they decided to turn off the sirens? 
 
    Zoe could only hope that they’d both make it out alive. 
 
      
 
    “They should be here by now,” Patrick said. He was pacing in front of the south stairwell doors, unable to keep still. “When did you last see them?” 
 
    Will checked his watch. “About ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t take them this long,” Patrick muttered, shaking his head. “Something must have gone wrong…” 
 
    “Patrick,” Fletcher said gently. He wanted to keep his friend calm. He hated seeing Patrick, usually positive and laidback, so worked up. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. They’re probably just waiting inside the ambulance for the biters to disperse.” Fletcher hoped that he was right. He couldn’t bear to think of losing Charlie or Zoe. 
 
    Patrick’s face lit up a second later, when the double doors were flung open and Zoe hurtled through them. But there was something wrong. Her army fatigues were damp, clean of the blood that had been smeared over the fabric. She’d lost her hat and her pale face was plastered with damp hair. 
 
    But she was alive. 
 
    “Zoe!” Patrick pushed towards his girlfriend, panicked. “Zoe, what happened?” 
 
    Patrick caught Zoe just before she collapsed, sobbing. She was talking incoherently through her tears. The only words Fletcher could discern were ‘car wash’ and ‘jets’. Patrick brushed the damp hair off her face, trying to calm her down. He cradled her shaking body protectively. 
 
    A second later, Charlie crashed through the double doors, his eyes wide in panic. 
 
    “Shut the doors!” he bellowed. 
 
    Hakim, Will and Fletcher launched forwards to his aid, pressing their backs to the doors. They held desperately with all their weight to stop the bodies clawing hungrily at their escaped dinner. Fletcher could feel his trainers sliding over the polished floor as the fists on the other side of the door hammered in sync with the pounding of his heart. They couldn’t hold it for much longer… 
 
    “Patrick!” Fletcher shouted. “Patrick, the ropes!” 
 
    As if suddenly remembering where they were, Patrick scrambled back into action. He grabbed the climbing ropes from the rucksack and sprang towards the doors, leaving Zoe hugging her knees to her chest. As with the north stairwell, he wound the ropes around the handles, his hands shaking as he tried to secure the carabiners. The doors held, but they wobbled against the weight of the pressing bodies on the other side. The memory of being in high school flashed in Fletcher’s memory; he and Nora holding the doors as Charlie secured the cables… 
 
    They all finally had the courage to step back from the doors, watching them strain with the weight of the biters. Their plan had worked. They all breathed hard, the ordeal fresh in the forefronts of their minds. Fletcher was sure it would be for a long time. 
 
    “Are you guys alright?” Hakim asked Zoe and Charlie. 
 
    “It was my fault,” Charlie gasped. He had his hands on his knees, bent double in a bid to catch his breath. “I’m sorry, Zoe.” He looked miserable. 
 
    “What happened?” Patrick asked. “Why are you all wet?” 
 
    “I thought it would be safer, going through the car wash,” Charlie explained through shallow breaths. “I thought there wouldn’t be any biters in there. But…we must have triggered the jets to start. They washed the biter goo right off us.” 
 
    Patrick put his arms around Zoe’s waist, helping her to her feet. He seemed lost for words, and Fletcher doubted after the scare he’d just had, whether he’d have the headspace to lead them. Straightening his back, Fletcher cleared his throat. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the store,” he said decidedly. “We’ve had enough close calls for today.” 
 
    But before they set off, Hakim took a spraycan from his rucksack.  
 
    Caution, he wrote with orange spray paint. Biters inside. 
 
    Fletcher only hoped that others would heed their warning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Fletcher woke to his watch beeping. It was time to relieve Charlie of his watch. He rolled over on the air mattress, rubbing his eyes. In his dream, he’d been trapped in a horde of biters, shouting for his friends who were standing on the fire escape. He’d shouted and shouted, but his friends had ignored him, leaving him amongst the rotting creatures below. 
 
    Fletcher shivered. It was just a dream. 
 
    He eased himself out of his sleeping bag, unzipping his section of the tent. It took him a moment to register that something didn’t feel right. The camping lantern they usually left on overnight for whoever was on watch was missing. 
 
    It took Fletcher another moment to realize that Charlie was gone. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Fletcher unzipped the other section in the tent, where Patrick and Zoe were sleeping. He shook Patrick’s ankle roughly. 
 
    “Patrick!” he hissed. “Patrick, wake up!” 
 
    “Whassup?” Patrick mumbled groggily.  
 
    “It’s Charlie,” Fletcher whispered. “He’s gone!” 
 
    At those words, Patrick sat bolt upright. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes I’m sure!” 
 
    “He hasn’t just…gone to the toilet or something?” 
 
    Fletcher felt stupid. He should have checked the toilets before waking his friend. Of course Charlie would be using the toilets. Of course there would be a rational reason for him to have left his post on watch. Letting Patrick fall back into a slumber, Fletcher ducked out of the tent towards the staff toilets.  
 
    The toilets were empty. 
 
    Frowning, Fletcher wandered towards the long-life foods aisle, padding quietly across the shop floor. Maybe Charlie fancied a midnight snack… 
 
    But the food aisle was empty, too. 
 
    Fletcher could feel panic rising in his chest. 
 
    Charlie, where are you? 
 
    Back at the tent, Fletcher woke Patrick again. This time, his friend sat up immediately, ready for action. 
 
    “Did you find him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Patrick sighed. “Charlie, man,” he moaned. “You’re becoming a pain in my ass.” He turned to Zoe lying next to him and woke her gently. “Zoe,” he whispered. “Zoe, you’ve got to wake up. Charlie’s gone.” 
 
    Zoe sat up, her eyes wide. “What do you mean, Charlie’s gone?” 
 
    “As in, he’s not here,” Fletcher clarified. “He’s not in the toilets, and he didn’t go looking for food either.” 
 
    “What can we do?” Zoe hissed. “He could be anywhere. Oh Charlie, where are you…?” 
 
    “I know where he is,” Fletcher said suddenly. 
 
    “How?” Patrick asked. 
 
    But Fletcher couldn’t explain. He just knew, in his heart, where Charlie had gone. “Gut instinct.” 
 
    “Right.” Patrick sighed. “Well, you’ve got a gut instinct for a reason, I suppose. Let’s give it a go. I’m shot for any more bright ideas. Lead the way, Fletch.” 
 
      
 
    They found Charlie crouched on his knees in the middle of the alley where Nora had been killed. His head was bowed as if in prayer, shoulders shaking as he sobbed. Quietly so as to not alarm him, Fletcher stepped toward Charlie. 
 
    But Zoe put a hand out to stop him. She gave him a look that said, trust me. She approached Charlie cautiously, crouching down beside him. 
 
    “Charlie,” she said gently. “Oh Charlie, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, rubbing his back consolingly. Charlie clung to her, crying into her shoulder as she rocked him comfortingly. When his sobs subsided, Zoe pulled away and sat opposite him on the cobbled pavement. 
 
    “When I was ten,” Zoe said. “My grandad died. My parents worked long hours, so I spent a lot of time at my grandad’s house. He took me fishing with him, took me on nature walks to learn bird calls, even took me to the driving range and taught me how to play golf.” Zoe paused. “I was heartbroken. My gramps was my best friend, in many ways.”  
 
    “How did you get over it?” Charlie asked, his eyes filled with tears. He was staring at her helplessly, willing for her to offer a solution to his heartbreak. 
 
    But Fletcher knew there wasn’t one. 
 
    “You don’t.” Zoe said sadly. “You never stop missing them. I still miss gramps today. Every time I hear a wood pigeon call, or go to a lake, I think of him. You see, those you love never leave you, not really.”  
 
    “She was the last person that I knew, from before,” Charlie said, sniffing. 
 
    It wasn’t just about Nora, Fletcher realized. Nora was the last tie he had to the person he was just over a week ago. Saying goodbye to Nora had also meant saying goodbye to the life he’d had before hell broke loose. It meant saying goodbye to the confident, popular athlete that Fletcher could tell Charlie used to be. Maybe Nora’s presence had meant Charlie could continue to be that person, even in a world that they could barely recognize as the one they’d lived in before. 
 
    Charlie was grieving for Nora, but he was also grieving for himself. 
 
      
 
    “Nice of you to join us.” 
 
    Fletcher flinched as Alby stepped out of the shadows. They’d snuck back up the fire escape as quietly as they could, hoping to slip back inside undetected. 
 
    It seems they’d failed. 
 
    “Hey Alby,” Patrick said brightly. “Couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    “I got up to get some water,” Alby said, his eyes narrowed. “And when I got up, I couldn’t help noticing the door of your tent was undone. And that it was empty.” 
 
    “It was my fault,” Charlie said, stepping forward. “I went for a walk. I needed to clear my head. Don’t blame them, they were just worried about me.” 
 
    “You endangered your friends-” 
 
    “He’s having a hard time,” Fletcher said defensively. “He just lost his girlfriend. He only wanted some space.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, we have rules for a reason,” Alby said sternly. He put a hand on Fletcher’s shoulder. “Nobody goes outside on their own, and certainly not at night time. We’ve got a duty to keep people safe, Fletcher. Please don’t jeopardize that again.” 
 
    “Noted,” Fletcher said. He refused to break away from Alby’s gaze. When the older boy finally looked away, Fletcher was about to leave to follow his friends to their shared tent. But Alby gripped his upper arm, hard.  
 
    “If your friend undermines my rules again, he will no longer be welcome amongst us,” Alby hissed. “Is that understood?”  
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Alby let go of Fletcher’s arm, brushing dirt off his shoulder in an almost friendly gesture. He smiled at Fletcher, but there was no warmth in his dark eyes. 
 
    Like a shark, Fletcher thought. 
 
    “Goodnight, Fletcher.” 
 
    “Night, Alby.” 
 
    As Fletcher lay in his sleeping bag that night, he couldn’t shake a recurring thought from his mind. 
 
    Alby was not a man to be trusted. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “What exactly is it that we’re looking for, Ross?” 
 
    Ross scanned the empty streets as his new acquaintance, Deborah, drove them. They were close to the school, scouting out for anything that might be of use to him. Weapons, food, cars… 
 
    People. 
 
    Ross wasn’t much of a people person, but he knew that any king had to build a kingdom before they could rule their land. He needed an army to protect him, and that’s where Deborah came in. She would be his trusty general. As a former PE teacher, she was strong and stout, and she had fought her way single handedly through the school to reach Ross’ group. That was the kind of courage he admired. 
 
    And then, he needed peasants. People who would bow down to him and follow his every word. People to do his laundry, to make his meals, to scavenge the streets for supplies. That would all come in good time. 
 
    But most of all, he needed fighters, and he didn’t have those at the school. None among the fearful children were suitable for the role. He needed to scout out some knights to join his battalion.  
 
    “We’re looking for survivors,” he growled. “But not just anybody. We need people who are capable of looking after…themselves.” He stopped himself short of saying he wanted them to look after him. 
 
    “Don’t you think we already have enough mouths to feed?” 
 
    “Safety in numbers. And we need to find people capable of taking down the rotters. Or else we’re doomed.” 
 
    They cruised slowly through the deserted streets, passing a bakery and a pharmacy that looked as though it had already been ransacked. But inside, Ross thought he saw several figures moving. They didn’t look dead. At least not yet. 
 
    “Stop the car,” Ross commanded. He was pleased when Deborah obeyed. Yes, she’d be a very faithful servant, he was sure.  
 
    As the car stopped, the boys inside looked up to see what the noise outside was. They clearly hadn’t been expecting to see a car. Ross gave the three young men a once over. They seemed strong, at least semi-intelligent, and very much alive. 
 
    They look like they can take care of themselves, he noted, perfect for my army. 
 
    Ross got out of the car and strode toward the three boys with as much confidence as he could muster. He didn’t falter as he opened the door to the bakery and approached them, despite the way they wearily pointed their weapons at him. One of them had a knife in one hand and a plastic baguette in the other. 
 
    Who the hell do these guys think they are? 
 
    He held his head up high and rigidly offered his hand for the boys to shake. First impressions count, he reminded himself, even as the boys smirked at his formal approach. 
 
    “I’m Ross,” he announced. “I’ve been building up a group of survivors not far from here. We’re holed up in a school, making the best of this whole thing. You guys look like you could use a place to stay?” 
 
    “We sure could,” the boy in the middle said with an irksome grin that made Ross almost regret approaching him. “I’m Angus. My friends call me Gus.” He dropped the plastic baguette and saluted Ross, almost mockingly, but Ross couldn’t help feeling like he’d like to be saluted in the future. Perhaps he’d work on that. 
 
    “Quinn,” another of them offered, his green eyes scrutinizing Ross. Ross could feel him picking him apart, identifying his flaws, his weaknesses. In response, he simply glared at Quinn. 
 
    “Tomas,” the last boy said quietly, his head slightly bowed. He was shy, Ross noted. He took this to mean that Tomas wouldn’t cause him any problems. It was the other two that he worried might question his authority. 
 
    But he’d soon whip them into shape. 
 
    “If you come with me, you play by my rules. I offer you safety and you do as you’re told. Are we clear?” Ross asked. He watched as the three boys exchanged glances. He loathed the way they all seemed so in sync, so able to silently communicate. It was clear they were close to one another. But when Gus offered him another grin, he knew that he had them ensnared.  
 
    “Sure,” he said. Ross nodded curtly.  
 
    “Then get in the back of the van. Welcome to your new life, boys.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Coming soon… 
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