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Chapter One

Hannah woke screaming for the fourth day in a row, her lungs burning as the sound forced itself out of her. She heard the others in the attic groaning, their sleep disturbed once more, but Ginge shuffled across from her mattress to take Hannah in her arms, cradling her like she was still a baby. But it was March, now, and Hannah had just turned nine. She hated being seen as a child, especially when it had been a long time since she felt like one.

But Ginge’s calloused hands were gentle on her hair, and she leaned into her sister, comforted a little by her presence. Even if her nightmare was still fresh in her mind - the man with the face of a pig, peering at their home through the bushes. In the dream, he was even more nightmarish, slashing his way toward her with a knife, snorting like a pig the whole time.

But the worst part was, Hannah knew that he was real.

"Shhh, Hannah. It's just a dream,” Ginge whispered. “Was it the same one again?"

Hannah nodded. In a world where rotters were roaming freely, Hannah knew that there were terrifying things on their doorstep all the time. But ever since she’d seen the Piggy Man two months earlier, right off the back of Christmas, she hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind. Lately, he’d been forcing himself into her dreams, a constant reminder that there was no escape from him, night or day.

"It's okay, Hannah. You're awake now. There's no pig man to be afraid of."

Hannah realized how careful Ginge was not to say that she was safe. Because she wasn't, and she hadn't been in a long time. Ginge didn’t coddle them, or try to tell them that everything was fine. They were all scared – it was just the way it was now. But the problem was that Ginge had never seen the Piggy Man, and didn’t realize he was as real as any of them living on the farm. She said it was just Hannah’s imagination running wild. But Hannah wondered why a man with the mask of a pig was so unlikely, given everything they’d seen since everything fell apart. She wished that someone would just listen to her. But she was only nine. No one wanted to listen to the nine year old.

“Do you think you can go back to sleep?” Ginge said with a yawn, though light was beginning to show through the attic curtains. Hannah shook her head, already pulling away from her sister.

"Can we take a walk down to the pond?" she asked. Ginge sighed. For the past few weeks, The Fox had taken to camping out on a little patch of land he’d discovered in the middle of their old, murky pond. His time on the farm seemed to have only added to his strange customs, and he insisted on building a den for him to live in. Sam - the closest thing the boy had to a guardian - couldn't convince him otherwise, and she hadn’t tried overly hard. As a free spirit herself, Ginge knew she felt hypocritical telling him what to do. Still, she worried about the small boy, alone in the wilderness with only his wits to protect him.

"If The Fox says he wants to be alone out there, you should leave him be."

"He said he doesn't mind me going out there to play. I like to guess the answers to his riddles."

Ginge chewed her lip. Hannah could see she was tired, more than usual. Her big sister had a lot of responsibilities. But she rarely said no to Hannah, and that gave her the edge.

"Fine. Get dressed and your wellies on. I'll get Poppy and Cara to come too. They need to get out of the house before they get cabin fever."

Ginge clambered down the ladder, wondering when she last had a decent night's sleep. There was always something keeping her awake. Sometimes it was Hannah. Sometimes it was Gus, crying quietly in the dark, and Tomas trying to console him, though less so as more time passed since Quinn’s death. Other times she'd be shaken awake by Luke, who would hiss in her ear that she was needed to help out with a group of rotters. Now that the snow was gone, there were more of them, coming in large clusters every day. Ginge wanted to send out a group to see where they were coming from, but no one wanted to venture far from the farm these days. After Quinn’s death and Joe’s scrape outside the farm, no one was keen to get out of there anymore. Their home was a prison, but a welcome one most of the time. At least they had their own land, their own ways to survive, their own friends by their side. Ginge told herself every day to be grateful for the things they had, not the things they lacked. It could be a lot worse.

But then she’d remember the ones who weren’t so lucky. Her parents. Quinn. Warren. The ache of Warren’s absence often left her winded. Or worse, hollow. He had been like a breath of spring air, but even as the season crawled in, it wasn’t quite the same. Not without him.

And Ginge knew she wasn’t the only one changed by loss. As she entered the living room, she found Tomas and Angus were sitting there. Gus' head was leaning against the arm of the chair and he was staring into space. He had become quiet and withdrawn, tending to stick close to Tomas and a select few others. He was slow to trust and even slower to laugh, though Tomas insisted he used to be full of life. Now, he sat beside his friend, upright and awkward. He had a book and a piece of paper in his lap. He’d become an asset on the farm for his planning skills, helping them ration through the winter and drawing up ideas with Joe for their barn expansion. They were due to get them underway soon, thanks to him. But he too kept to himself a lot. Ginge understood it. It was easier than getting attached in a world where anything could be snatched from you in a moment’s notice. Unfortunately for her, she was already in way too deep with the people she loved.

Ginge felt the need to knock on the door as she entered the living room, even though it was her house. It sometimes didn’t feel that way anymore, with so many faces milling around the place where her family once roamed. Still, she felt like the boys might need privacy. But Tomas smiled at her, beckoning her forwards.

"Good morning, Amy,” he said. He was one of the few who refused to call her Ginge, and it felt weird to hear her real name out loud. “Getting ready for the day?”

“Sort of. I was just wondering where Poppy and Cara are."

"They're on feeding duty this morning with Joe and Jam. According to Luke's new timetable anyway.”

“Ah yes.” Luke’s new timetable had been designed specifically for the likes of Poppy and Cara. It was becoming evident that the winter had made some of their residents a little agoraphobic. Both Poppy and Cara had stopped leaving the house at all, busying themselves with keeping the house clean, playing with the kids and sorting out food for the whole farm. But when Cassie had confided in Ginge that she was worried that Poppy was slipping into depression, Ginge had worked with Luke to have a shakeup. All residents of the farm were now expected to help out with every task, though Luke donning marigolds to clean the bathroom had been quite a sight, and allowing Rori into the kitchen had led to some very overcooked beef on two occasions now. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it was a fair one.

For Ginge, it was good in some ways. It meant she didn’t have to feed the cows every morning and got to spend a little more time with her family. It made her feel better, knowing if anything ever happened to her that someone could pick up the slack on the farm for her and make sure her family were provided for. She enjoyed being back in the kitchen too, timetable permitting. It was a welcome change, but it was also an adjustment. She was used to always knowing exactly what was going on at any given moment. Now, she felt lost and confused, swept up in yet another change to their life.

“Weren’t you meant to be on stock duty this morning? You don’t really need to start that until later, but I can give you the checklist if you’d like it?” Tomas said, shuffling through his papers to find the new timetable, copied neatly multiple times by Eliza’s neat, boxy handwriting. Ginge rubbed sleep from her eyes.

"Yeah, but Hannah had nightmares again. She wants to walk down to the pond and see The Fox again."

"I could take her if you like? I'll take Gus too. It would be good for him to get out for a while."

“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Gus mumbled, but his heart wasn’t in it. He was half asleep, his eyes barely open. It was no secret that he’d been sleeping badly. At any given time, he could be found dozing in various places around the house. Several days before, Heidi had walked into the kitchen to find him asleep at the kitchen table. Ginge smiled softly.

"Thanks for the offer, Tomas, but I don't really like having the kids out of my sight if they leave the house…unless they’re with Cara. I don’t mean any offense…"

"It's okay, I understand,” Tomas said warmly. “Then maybe I could take stock for you? I'm not meant to have duties until this afternoon."

"Tomas, thank you..."

"It's no trouble," Tomas says, standing up and looking over his shoulder to check on Gus. “I guess we can give him a little time to sleep.”

Ginge nodded. Busy as life was on the farm, Luke’s new timetable did ease up on some of the members of the farm. Gus in particular needed time to heal. Any of them could see that. If that meant sleeping until he felt better, then no one was going to deny him that. Their mental health had to be kept in check if they wanted to continue their survival, after all.

"I'm ready, Ginge!" Hannah said. Ginge turned to look at her little sister. She wasn’t smiling, a haunted look still clinging to her young eyes, but she did look eager to go, dressed in Cara's old waterproof and the sparkly pink wellies she got for her last birthday. Ginge could see her toes bunched up at the end, but she didn’t have the heart to tell Hannah that they were too small. Ginge swallowed. The changes in her younger sister were easy to see. She had grown up so much in the past few months, and though she looked the same, she was changed on the inside. It was painful to see her sister so haunted, but there was little Ginge could do. She was haunted too.

Ginge picked out a couple of good knives, and then two of the pitchforks that they kept by the door. They were useful at keeping rotters at arms length, so Hannah and some of the other less trained fighters could bat them away without needing to kill them. Hannah took her pitchfork. It was much taller than her, and her hands seemed too small wrapped around the wooden pole, but Ginge had grown used to seeing it in her hand.

"Okay, let's go find the girls."

When Ginge and Hannah crossed the farmyard, they found Poppy and Joe in the pig pen. Poppy didn’t do well with the outdoors, looking very out of place in scruffy clothes with muck up to her knees. But Hannah froze up at the sight of the pigs, so there was little time to be amused by Poppy’s discomfort.Ginge gripped Hannah’s hand a little tighter, squeezing reassuringly.

I’m not going anywhere, she tried to tell her sister.

"Joe! Do you think I could take Poppy from you? Hannah and I are walking down to the pond to see The Fox. I’m hoping we might do a little rotter hunting while we’re out."

Poppy reluctantly clambered out of the pen, her spade still in hand from her mucking out the animals.

"I suppose this will work as a weapon?" she said grouchily. Ginge gave her a stern look.

"You know we keep weapons separate from farm tools. It's not hygienic. Go and see if you can drag Cara away from Jam for half and hour. It won't take too long, and it's good practice."

Ginge watched Poppy slink off sulkily to find Cara. Hannah was still eyeing up the pigs suspiciously. Ginge bent down so that she was at Hannah's level, putting her hands on her arms.

"Hannah. The pigs are not going to hurt you. Okay? They're only babies."

Hannah nodded but Ginge could tell she wasn't really listening. Hannah was another of the farm members who struggled leaving the house, unless it was to see the Fox and his den. It was only then that Ginge saw Hannah’s shoulders relax, when she was just a kid wanting to play with her friend. Ginge could see her jumping at shadows, preparing for any possible unseen attack. It broke Ginge’s heart to see her younger sister so afraid, especially when there was little Ginge could do to ease her fear. But Hannah perked up the minute she saw Cara trudging towards them across the yard, Poppy in tow. Taking Cara’s hand in her own, Hannah led the small group in the direction of The Fox’s den, the Piggy Man forgotten for a while.

Sam's arrow didn't want to sharpen. She was sitting in Joe's new workshop - an old shed that he’d been sprucing up for the purpose - trying to make some new arrows for her quiver. Her stash had lasted her up until that point, but she was starting to run low, having lost some in battle and a few of them splintering. Joe had been showing her how to make more. It turned out that he wasn’t just handy with boarding up old windows and bringing new life to the barn across the field. His grandfather had once taught him the basics of making old fashioned weapons as a history lesson, and now whenever Ginge slaughtered a cow for meat, Joe would recycle the bones, fashioning new arrowheads to make arrows with. They weren’t as deadly as the ones she had from before, but Joe’s skills were improving all of the time, and they were useful if she didn’t need to be particularly quick with her shots. But she wasn’t quite as good as Joe was, though he’d tried to teach her. Now, the bone arrowhead just would not shape how she wanted it to.

"Need a hand?"

Joe stood at the door, smiling. It had begun to drizzle outside and his hair was wet. He came and sat beside her at the work desk. He smelt how anyone would after a morning on the farm – a little sweaty, with the stench of cow pat rising from his boots. But Sam didn't mind too much. She was just glad to have him there. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from liking the guy. It irked Sam, who made it a rule not to get close to people. Especially not now, when their lives hung in such a precarious balance every day.

"You're better at this than me," she admitted irritably, handing him an arrow.

Joe’s lips quirked into a small smile at the compliment. "I'm not that good, really. I've just had more practice than you. I'm still learning."

Sam made a short hmm sound. He was doing well considering, but making the arrows was a slow process, especially when Joe had to dedicate his time elsewhere as well. It worried her a little. Plus, the arrows just weren't as strong as her original ones. If she ran out of them, she wasn't sure how she could contribute to the team as much. She was strong, but hand to hand combat wasn't her forte. She needed to attack from range. It was safer that way too. She hated getting up close and personal with the rotters. She guessed everyone else had got used to it, while they hacked at the creatures with knives and bats, but that wasn't her style. She kept back for a reason. She didn't want anything to do with the creatures.

"I'm not even supposed to be here,” Sam said with a sigh. “Luke's schedule put me on babysitting duty for The Fox an hour ago."

"It's alright, Ginge has it covered. She's taking Poppy, Cara and Hannah to see him. And hey. Don't worry so much about The Fox. I know you and Luke don't like him being out there alone, but he's happy there. He can take care of himself better than most."

"I know. But he’s just a kid. And I worry about him being so…so…"

“Independent?”

“Yeah, kind of. It’s not normal for a kid to want to camp out in the woods alone, is it?”

Joe gave Sam a pointed look that quite clearly said, You’re one to talk.

“That’s not the same,” Sam insisted.

“Yeah, but he’s not your average kid. He’s survived the apocalypse. The woods can’t hurt him now.”

Sam closed her eyes. The thought of The Fox hiding out away from everyone made her stomach twist every single time. He wasn’t her kid, or even her brother - she knew she had no right to tell him what to do. And yet she was older and wiser, and she felt she should have some control. Was this his cry for help? His way of telling her that he felt neglected and alone, so he may as well be camping out forever?

Or had he made himself completely in her image? She was hard to domesticate too. She felt better outside, camping even in the cruel, cold weather. She was the only one who ventured anywhere off the farm’s radius now, but even she had stopped going as far. Was the Fox simply copying her, even taking it a step further than she did? Or did the wildness inside him call out to him the way it did to her?

Sam felt Joe’s hand on the small of her back. It jolted her back to reality. She and Joe had grown close, but she still didn’t feel used to him touching her. She kept her guard up at the best of times, and not many people got close enough. But she didn’t flinch away from him.

“Go easy on yourself,” Joe said gently. “I know you feel responsible for him, but you can’t make him do something he doesn’t want to. Would you listen, in his shoes?”

Sam chuckled quietly. “Definitely not.”

“There you go then. He’ll come up to the house when he’s ready.”

“And what if he’s never ready?”

Joe bit his lip. “Then I guess he’ll become one with the wild.”

"It's too bloody early in the morning to be sweeping up like a bloody maid."

"It's too early in the morning to listen to your complaining, Heidi."

Heidi pouted, aggressively pushing her brush across the stone floor. She was in the barn with Luke, Cassie and Rori. With the weather beginning to improve and Joe’s two month long fortification project coming to an end, they'd agreed to clear it out so they could move some people in there. It would make more space in the bungalow and stop people from getting on top of one another, in theory. Heidi knew that Cassie and Poppy were hoping to move to the barn as soon as it was ready to go, and Heidi secretly hoped that Rori might suggest they bunk together there too. So far, she’d had no luck.

The barn was coming along pretty well. The rafters had been converted into two sleeping spaces, parted only by a crude wooden wall. But it was much safer than them being on the ground, where rotters could always break in and cause chaos. That’s why Joe had suggested the conversion in the first place. It was a good effort from him, and everyone was praising the new abode as though it was ready to be featured on Grand Designs.

But with a recent storm, part of the roof had fallen through, and now Luke was unfolding a ladder, preparing to climb up in the rafters and put a tarpaulin over the hole until Joe could fix it. Heidi had been given the task of sweeping the leaves, old hay and other debris that had gathered in the barn. Heidi leaned against her broom, looking up at Luke.

"You can complain about my complaining all you want, but you wouldn't be seen dead doing housework. When was the last time you did cleaning of any sort, hmm?"

“I cleaned the toilet last week.”

“Whoop-dee-doo.”

"We can swap jobs if you want."

"Are you kidding? I'm not going up there. I don't have a death wish."

"Then please, do us all a favor and shut up."

Rori and Cassie exchanged a smirk. Luke and Heidi's constant bickering always lightened their moods, even if it brought out something murderous in Heidi. Luke always seemed to come out on top of the arguments, leaving Heidi defensive and stroppy.

But for once, Heidi didn't allow Luke to get to her. She had managed to find something that brought out the zen in her. The next day, she planned to leave the farm with Rori. She was going to make a trip home for the first time since it all started. She'd claimed it was in aid of a supply run, but really, she just wanted to feel at home for a while. She'd only told Rori because she needed a driver, and she hoped that taking him off the farm might help them both face some of their anxieties. Besides, the thought of going out alone terrified her. She had no idea what would be waiting for her on that street. She hadn’t left the farm in a good few weeks. No one had. The more they all put it off, the more daunting it seemed. So, Heidi reasoned with herself, it would be easier if there was some kind of reward waiting for them out there.

To her, the only reward worth having was home.

Luke had managed to get up in the rafters, and he was in the process of nailing the tarp to the parts of the roof that weren't rotten. Cassie looked around the room.

"It could be nice in here eventually. A lick of paint, a bit of carpet, some furniture..."

"Yeah, well. We have to get the roof fixed first. And the floor won't get swept if Heidi keeps standing there leaning on the broom."

Rori laughed as Heidi scowled.

“I don’t see the pair of you doing much other than standing there trying to be funny. I’ll sweep you both up if you’re not careful.”

“Ooh, I’m terrified,” Rori said, with a roll of his eyes, but he soon shifted when Heidi ran at him with the broom, batting at the heels of his feet. Cassie and Luke watched, sniggering in appreciation. At least entertainment on the farm was never in short supply.

Life could be worse, Heidi thought when she returned to her wok a few minutes later, breathless and giddy. She caught Rori’s eye across the room and he smiled shyly at her. A whole day on my own with Rori, too.

I’d better make the most of it.

The Fox's den was coming on just nicely. He'd been on his little island in the center of his little pond for nearly two weeks now, trying to complete it. Everyone kept trying to persuade him to go inside, but he didn't get what the problem was. Foxes don't mind the cold, he thought.

The thing about him was that he wasn’t as weird as everyone thought he was. He knew that the people at the farm were wary of his ways, maybe thinking it was some kind of attention-seeking act, but they just didn’t understand him. He only really felt right when he was outside. It was open and free and he understood the way of the world. Dirt beneath his fingernails and soft pine leaves covering his body while he slept felt more natural to him than any conversation ever had, or any bed he’d ever slept in, or any ordinary activity he’d tried. It wasn’t that he didn’t like people - he didn’t mind Hannah, who tended to trail after him like an excitable puppy. And contrary to what she might believe, he loved Sam. But he preferred his own company, or the company of animals. It just felt natural to him, the silent communication with the world around him, tuning in with the whistling wind and the changing of the seasons. If that bothered other people, that didn’t bother him in return. He could do just fine by himself.

He'd been collecting wood from the surrounding wooded area, which meant him doing several trips across the pond in the rubber dingy he found. But it had been worth it. He now had three walls surrounding the hammock he'd set up. He'd found a piece of tarp to use as a roof, and he used another that acted as a flap door. He'd taken his blankets with him, and his favorite books, which he stored underneath the hammock. They'd got a little bit wet when it rained and the water crawled into his den, but he told himself it didn't matter. He was free there. And pretty safe. Any rotter trying to get to him couldn't do it without making a commotion and crossing the water, so he’d hear them coming and deal with them before they became an issue.

So why did he find it so difficult to get to sleep at night?

Now, he could hear voices. He lifted the tarp to see who it was. Hannah was trotting along next to her sisters and Poppy. The Fox sighed. He didn't mind Hannah so much, but he just wanted some peace and quiet. That's why he'd gone out there, after all. He guessed he couldn't complain – it was Ginge's land, she could go where she wanted. But he just wished that they didn't want to go to his spot.

Even if it was kind of nice to hear some voices.

"Fox! Keep an eye on Hannah, will you?” Ginge said to him. “I'll just be over in the trees. I spotted some rotters out there the other night. I’m taking Cara and Poppy to hunt them down."

"Fine," The Fox said grudgingly. As the others disappeared into the trees, Hannah stared at the rubber dingy. There was a rubber oar to paddle it around the pond, though the water wasn’t very deep and could likely be waded through. It had drifted back to the other side of the water in the night, leaving the Fox stranded where he was. He told himself he didn’t mind anyway - he had no intention of going back to the mainland. Still, he’d made a mental note to make an anchor to keep it in place.

"Can I come to your island?" Hannah asked.

The Fox considered her for a moment haughtily. "No."

"Please?"

"I said no. Besides, your sister said to look after you. You could fall in."

"Then you should come here. Otherwise how will you protect me when the rotters come?" Hannah asked smartly. The Fox sighed.

"Fine."

As he climbed out of his shelter, Hannah nudged the dinghy toward him. He murmured thanks and then clambered inside the damp plastic. He used a stick to paddle it across since Hannah still had the oar. The pair of them stood in silence on the bank of the pond for a while.

"Your house is cool," Hannah said quietly.

"It's not a house. It's a den. Foxes live in dens."

"Sorry."

The Fox sat down on the grass. It was wet, but everything in his den was wet anyway. He was trying not to let that bother him. At least when he’d camped with the others, they stayed dry in the tent that Sam had lugged around with them. But if it didn’t bother foxes, he couldn’t let it bother him. Hannah sat down next to him.

"Where are you getting your food from?" Hannah asked him. "Luke said you wouldn't eat anything he brought for you."

"That's because I hunt. Like foxes do. And I forage.”

“For what?”

“For berries.”

“How do you know the berries are safe to eat?”

The thought of eating poisonous berries had never occurred to the Fox, and a pang of anxiety seized him, turning him to irritation.

“Stop asking so many questions, it's not important."

"I was only asking."

"Well, don't, okay? I'm fine."

"But I have another question."

"What now?"

"Have you seen the Piggy Man?"

The Fox's skin turned cold. Something about the phrase ‘Piggy Man’ had sent a chill down his spine, goosebumps erupting along his arms. "What?"

"The Piggy Man. He's out here somewhere," Hannah said, casually glancing over her shoulder. “I told Ginge about him, but she doesn’t believe me.” Hannah’s brown eyes widened. “I thought that you might believe me,” she admitted in a small voice.

“What’s…what’s the Piggy Man?”

“He’s a man in a pig mask. And I only saw him once, but he scared me. I think he’s a bad man. I think he wants to hurt us.”

The Fox shuddered, his brow furrowed.

"What are you talking about? You're just making things up."

"Am not. He's real, but no one will listen to me. Ginge thinks it's just because I had a dream about him, but I saw him. He only comes to my dreams because I saw him."

The Fox fought off another shiver. No little kid should be able to come up with something so creepy.

"Stop telling tales. I'll tell Ginge."

"Fine. But you'll be sorry when the Piggy Man comes," Hannah said, her forehead scrunching up in distress. Then she stormed away into the woods. The Fox could hear Ginge telling her off, but The Fox wasn't really listening. All he could think about was a man with a pig's head, rowing over to his island in a rubber dingy.

He didn't think he'd sleep that night.


Chapter Two

"Psst. Wake up. You said we would leave an hour ago."

Heidi groaned as Rori shook her, attempting to make her move faster. "Then why didn't you wake me sooner?"

"I took pity on you and thought I'd let you sleep. Besides, I don't like you at this time of the morning. You're far too grumpy."

"I think you’d be grumpy too if you woke up and saw your face staring down at you…"

"Just get a move on."

"Now who's the grumpy one? I'll meet you out by the car."

Heidi dressed lethargically then grabbed her rucksack and left the attic as quietly as she could. She told herself to cheer up - she might not like being up at the crack of dawn, but spending a whole day with Rori wasn’t something she was opposed to. It wasn’t often they got time just the two of them, and she craved the feeling she had when they were alone. There was a mood between them that made her think that maybe, someday, they might be something more. Heidi couldn’t put her finger on the feeling exactly, but the way she felt for Rori was different than how she felt for anyone else on the farm.

But when she got outside, Rori wasn't the only one waiting for her by the car.

"What are you doing out here?" Heidi asked. She tried - and failed - to stop her face from falling.

"You didn't think you could visit home and not take us, did you?" Cassie said, grinning.

Eliza folded her arms, narrowing her eyes at her sister. It was an expression Heidi was only too familiar with, given that it was usually reserved for her. "Yeah, thanks for the invite, sis. I appreciate the thought. It’s not like it’s, you know, my house too."

Heidi rolled her eyes at Eliza. "It was going to be a low profile visit. I would have taken you some other time. Obviously."

"Obviously," Eliza repeated sarcastically.

"Look. We have no clue what's waiting there. It could be overrun. We were going to investigate and report back."

"I hardly think a small farming village is going to be ravaged with rotters, is it?” Eliza said tightly through gritted teeth. Her irritation was always clearest when a slight tremble took over her, and she was practically vibrating with anger.

“Well, all the more reason to have some back up. Just in case," Cassie said cheerily, eyes darting between the two girls, trying to diffuse the tension. Cassie was well-versed in playing piggy in the middle between the pair, ever the mediator in their endless tirades. Heidi’s shoulders slumped. So much for her plan to spend some alone time with Rori.

"Girls, while you're arguing, we're wasting time. Hurry up and get in the car," Ginge said, coming out of the house clutching her trusty ax. Trailing behind her were Luke and Poppy. Heidi threw her hands up in dismay. Rori, at least, appeared to be matching her mood.

"More people? Are you kidding me?" Rori said, throwing his hands up in despair. "I thought it was just going to be the girls! There aren't enough seatbelts!"

"Calm down," Luke told Rori dryly. "I'm not coming with you. Someone's got to keep some sort of order here. Especially since you're all abandoning your timetables so freely."

"I will be tagging along, though,” Ginge said, “I want to take Poppy for a little field trip to test her fighting skills. She's ready for some rotter action."

"Ew, Ginge. That sounds so wrong. So, so wrong," Eliza said.

"In case you haven't noticed, that still makes six people. There are five seats. Five seatbelts!"

Heidi sniggered. "You sound like my mum. Well, looks like you guys will be getting cozy in the back seat. I call shotgun!"

The others groaned. Poppy wavered.

“Actually…I think I’ll sit this one out?”

“Poppy…” Ginge said with a sigh. “I know you don’t like going out there, but it’s a life skill you need to have. It’s been months now, and we’re on our own. You need to be able to protect yourself.”

Poppy wrapped her arms around herself. “I know. But I’m only just getting comfortable with fighting on the farm. Maybe Luke could take me out today around the perimeter?”

Luke huffed. “Unlike the rest of you, I will be following my allotted tasks for the day. But I actually agree, you shouldn’t go. If only to stop Rori from worrying about the lack of seatbelts. And because you’re supposed to make lunch today. Can’t let the troops starve, can we?”

“Then it’s settled,” Poppy said, jutting her chin in the air. Ginge looked as though she was about to argue, but a glance from Cassie seemed to stop her. It was a fight to be had another day.

Luke nodded to the group solemnly. "Alright then, off you go. Good luck. Get back safely."

"I think that's the nicest you've ever been to us," Heidi said affectionately.

"Yeah, well. I don't fancy becoming a babysitter for Hannah and Billy if Ginge doesn't come back."

"Charming," Ginge said, getting in the backseat of the car. Eliza and Cassie hopped in too as Rori started up the engine. Heidi grinned at them from the front seat, feeling a little better. At least they’d be safer in a group. It wasn’t the day out she had planned, but she was still able to get excited. They were going home.

"Roooooooad trip," she said, thrusting her fist in the air in excitement.

Ginge shut the door and Rori drove off right away, the wheels of the car crunching over the driveway and then lurching onto the dirt road.

"Take a left, Rori," Ginge said sleepily, leaning her head against Cassie's shoulder.

"Bad night's sleep?" Eliza asked her.

"I was on watch until three. Then I got woken up by Hannah screaming again. It’s every night these days. She even gets freaked out seeing the pigs on the farm now."

"Why is she scared of pigs?" Rori asked, trying to keep the car steady as they bumped along the track. "There's nothing scary about them. They're adorable."

"She keeps having nightmares about a man with a pig's head,” Ginge said slowly. “I'm starting to get worried. She said she saw him on the farm a few months back."

"Wait, what?" Eliza said, grabbing Ginge's arm with urgency. Ginge frowned at Eliza.

"She says she saw him. Wandering around the farm. But obviously that's not true. Whoever was on watch would have seen him."

"Also, how about the fact he doesn't exist?" Heidi said, rolling her eyes. "If he did, though, that would be enough to put me off bacon..."

"Really? I thought your loving relationship with bacon was everlasting," Cassie teased.

“If a guy with a pig's head started haunting my dreams, there's no chance I'd wanna piss him off. I would be done with the stuff."

Cassie laughed, but Ginge still had her eyes on Eliza, who had suddenly gone very pale.

"Eliza, don't look so worried. I know you don't like ghost stories, but it's not like he's real. It's just a figment of Hannah's imagination."

Heidi expected Eliza to laugh the whole thing off, but instead she could see her sister sinking further into her seat, her face reddened and her eyes full of fear.

As though she knew something they didn't.

The journey to Heidi, Cassie and Eliza's home town had been very quiet. For once, even Heidi had nothing to say, her eyes steady on the road. Mostly they only spoke to give Rori directions.

"What's the plan? Are we all going to one house and then the other?" Rori asked.

"I don't think there's any need. You can just drop me off at my house and come back for me. If all else fails, it's not a far walk to their house," Cassie replied. "So Ginge can come with me while you take Eliza and Heidi back to their house."

"Aren't you worried? If we split up, there will be less of us to fight together," Rori pointed out.

"I think we should be okay. We could scout around a little when we arrive, perhaps?" Eliza suggested. The rest of them voiced their agreement, and Rori began to slow the car a little.

"Take a left here, Rori," Heidi said quietly. "Cassie's road is off this main one."

Rori nodded, making the turn. The streets were silent. Cassie stared out of the window at the place she'd lived most of her life. The street was lined with pleasant red brick houses with neat gardens and parked cars in the driveways. It looked relatively untouched, aside from the occasional pieces of litter drifting down the road, and one dead rotter wasting away on the footpath. Rori leaned closer to Heidi.

"Do you think people are still living here?" he whispered.

"It looks that way. It would explain how they’re keeping the streets so clean."

"Does that mean we have to worry? Do you think we'll draw attention?"

"Just keep going. No sense in worrying about what we can’t control."

Rori chewed his cheek for a while before nodding. An uneasy quiet fell over the group as they turned into Orchard View. Ginge reached for her axe by her feet and gripped it tight.

"It's around the corner. Right at the end," Cassie whispered.

Rori followed her instructions and drew the car to a halt at the end of the cul-de-sac. Everyone got out of the car as quietly as possible, poised for a fight. But as they stood out in the road, nothing moved. Everything was quiet. Like a ghost town.

"What's our move?" Rori asked. No one replied for a long time. Then Cassie began to walk.

"I think...maybe we should knock on one of the houses. I suppose mine is as good as any."

The group instinctively formed a cluster. Cassie led the way with Ginge at the rear and the rest huddled between. They all moved slowly towards Cassie's house.

It was almost exactly the way it had been the day it happened. Cassie recalled leaving for college that morning, when everything was fine. She'd ruffled her brother's hair as he ate cereal sleepily. She'd kissed her Mum's cheek as she left the house to meet Heidi and Eliza at the bus stop. She hadn't had a chance to see her Dad. He’d left too early for work. And she'd spent weeks afterwards wishing she'd woke up earlier to see him off.

Her Mum's car was still in the driveway. It made Cassie's stomach twist. Maybe her Dad never came back home that day. And if the car was still there, maybe her Mum never left. She wasn't sure if that was good or not.

She stopped outside the front door. She turned to look at the others. They were all watching her expectantly, weapons ready.

"Guys...if they're in there. And they're...and they're..."

"I'll do it," Ginge promised. Cassie nodded, turning back to the door. Before she could change her mind, she pressed the doorbell.

They all heard the bell echo through the house. It chimed once. Twice. Three times. Cassie waited, hoping for a sign that her parents were in there. But after a minute, no one came. No one and nothing. The house was, seemingly, empty.

Cassie sighed. "Right. I guess we can go in."

Heidi nodded. "We'll head to our house. We could pick you up in an hour?"

"Sure. See you then," Cassie said, trying to hide her disappointment. She half expected her parents to answer the door. She reminded herself that this is why they waited so long to come home. So they could avoid the disappointment of finding no one home. That was the reason in her mind, anyway.

"Cassie?" Ginge urged. Cassie blinked. The others had gone. It was just her and Ginge. "Should we...break in?"

"No need," Cassie said. She fished in her back pocket and brought out her house key. "Couldn't bring myself to get rid of it," she said quietly as she fitted the key in the lock. It clicked and the door swung open. Cassie couldn't help feeling the sting of tears in her eyes.

"Welcome home," she said dryly.

"Cassie?"

Cassie froze, her knife at the ready. But when she saw who the voice belonged to, her knife clattered straight to the floor.

"Fletcher?"

"Next stop, Memory Lane. Turn right, Rori. Then sharp right again."

Getting to Heidi and Eliza's house proved harder than planned. The closer they got, the worse the damages seemed to be, though it should only have been a five minute journey. They were forced to go the long way around after spotting a large group of rotters who seemed to be crowded around several meatless bodies. Knowing it wouldn't keep them occupied much longer wasn't a comforting thought. The streets had bodies strewn across them like speed bumps. Despite Rori's best efforts to avoid them, some of them got under the wheels, squishing like grapes under the car's weight. Heidi could see Rori getting whiter by the minute, so it was a relief when they pulled up in their street, which was relatively body free. But not completely. Eliza spent several frantic minutes running up and down the street, looking for  familiar faces among the dead. Fortunately, none were found.

Unlike Cassie's cul-de-sac, this street looked like it belonged in the apocalypse. It was clear most people had moved out. There were no cars around, likely stolen or driven off by panicking people trying to flee. But Eliza reported that further up the road, some of the houses had put up fortifications – simple things like wooden spikes - to keep the rotters out. Some were now coated in sheens of dried blood.

"Sounds like they think like us. Those guys are badass," Heidi said, forcing a laugh to cover her nerves. She took a knife off her belt with sweating hands, beckoning the other two to follow her into the house. She found the spare key hidden in a shoe in the porch. Her throat tightened at the thought of going inside, but she didn't have time to get too emotional. She knew that. So after quickly listening for any noises inside, she unlocked the door and walked in.

"Welcome to our humble abode, Sir Rori," she muttered. She went straight into the kitchen, not wanting to linger too long in the living room. Too many memories. Too much in there to remind her of things she didn't want to dwell on much. She was here to do a job. That's why she'd planned to come. To get supplies.

Except that wasn't the reason, and she knew it. She just hadn't realized how hard it would hit her. Knowing she was home and her parents likely never would be again.

The three of them silently gathered in the kitchen to stock up on supplies. A lot of it had gone off – the fruit bowl still had several maggots crawling out of the carcasses of apples, and the smell from the fridge was revolting. But there was dried food and tins in the cupboards. That's what they'd come for. But Heidi couldn't even get excited at the amount of chocolate left in the treat drawer. The visit had been a good idea for supplies. But not for their emotions. Looking over at Eliza, she could see she was struggling as well. Heidi straightened up and put on a brave face.

"I'll get some stuff from the bathrooms. Loo roll has got to be a priority. I swear if Poppy tells me one more time to 'stand and shake' to save bog roll, I'll throttle her."

Heidi headed upstairs, but she didn't go to the bathroom. She stood on the landing, staring across it to her bedroom. The door was open, inviting her in. She took a deep breath and headed inside.

It was like she'd traveled back in time, back to the day it had happened. The day she slept through three alarms and her Mum woke her saying she had ten minutes to get ready. Her clothes were still piled on top of her chair in an unironed mess, and her makeup was strewn across the desk.

Heidi marveled at all the books on her shelves, waiting patiently for her to read them. She ran her fingers along them, collecting dust under her nails as she did. She wanted to take them all with her, but she limited herself to one. She told herself she could always come back. Even though she knew she probably wouldn't. The past was too painful for her to spend long stuck in it. She'd grown a thick skin whilst living on Ginge's farm, but she only had to think back to what it was like before to feel a heaviness weighing her down.

She'd forgotten to make her bed on the day it all happened. Her duvet was folded over, like the corner of a page. Her two teddies – an ancient panda and a battered old bear – were propped up against the pillow. Heidi found her knees buckling. She let herself sink down onto the bed, kicking her muddy shoes off. Then she wriggled her way under the duvet, scooping the two teddies into her arms and nuzzling into them. They smelled right. They smelled of home.

There was a soft knocking on the door. Heidi looked up as Rori entered the room.

"Hey...I was starting to worry about you."

Heidi sniffed. "I'm fine. Just..."

"Making yourself at home?" Rori smiled. Heidi laughed a little, sinking further into her pillow while Rori explored the room. He picked up a few chocolate wrappers from her bedside table, raising his eyebrow.

"Now there's a surprise," he said sarcastically. Heidi rolled her eyes, keeping her head down so that he couldn’t see that she was struggling to keep it together.

“Who are these little fellows?” Rori asked, bopping the two teddies on the head. Heidi smiled to herself.

“Allow me to introduce Old Ted and Panda.”

“Wow. Someone got creative with those names, didn’t they?”

Heidi almost laughed again, but it got caught in her throat. Rori sat down on the bed, looking concerned.

"Hey, hey...I knew you weren't okay. I've barely ever seen you cry."

Heidi snorted. "That's a new thing, trust me. I swear, I used to cry at least once every day. And not always privately. I cried at songs. At books, TV shows. Things I saw on the news. Sometimes I got teary if I saw an elderly person sitting alone.”

“You’re such a cliche.”

“Sorry about it. But it’s true. There didn't have to be much of a reason to start the waterworks off. I'm a crier. I felt everything so much that it hurt."

"What changed?"

Heidi sighed, propping up her pillow and sitting against it, wiping her eyes. "I got tougher. If I cried at every little thing that bothered me now, I'd never stop the tears from falling. But coming here...it's tougher than I expected it to be."

"Of course it is," Rori said. A couple more tears spilled from Heidi's eyes, and Rori hesitated before reaching out and wiping them away with the pad of his thumb. Heidi sniffed, her nose blocked. She knew she was an ugly crier, but she didn’t mind Rori seeing. He was her best friend, after all. He wouldn’t judge her. She sniffed again, a wet and miserable sound.

"Do you think you could get me a tissue?"

"Sure. And then…are you ready to head off? It's nearly been an hour and we still need to load the car. I hate to rush you, but-"

“It’s okay.”

Heidi swung her legs out of the bed to put her shoes back on, trying to pull herself together. As a last thought, she slipped the two teddies into her rucksack, their heads peeking out from between the zips. When she put her backpack on and looked up, Rori was smiling at her. She crossed her arms across her chest defensively.

"What?"

He shook his head, still smiling. "Nothing. Come on."

Heidi didn't look back as she left her room. She didn't want to acknowledge that she was leaving it all behind. After quickly scoping out her parent’s bathroom for supplies - the amount of toilet roll available almost brought more tears to her eyes - she thundered down the stairs after Rori. He frowned at her.

"God, you're not light-footed, are you? I've never heard someone make so much noise going down the stairs."

Heidi held her chin up high. "You may not know this about me, Rori, but I'm the light-footed one in the family."

"It's true," Eliza said, emerging from the downstairs bathroom, "She took dance lessons for years."

"I find that hard to believe."

"Course you do. Hundreds of hours of tuition did nothing to improve her moves," Eliza said with a sly smile. Heidi rolled her eyes.

"You got everything?"

"If by everything you mean toilet roll, then yes, it's in the car."

"You're a star. Do you want to get anything from your room?"

Eliza sheepishly produced a scruffy toy Dalmation from her bag. She put it on Rori's shoulder like a mascot for a second, before snatching him back. It was almost as though she thought Rori might steal him.

"Dogger didn't want to get left behind."

"Dogger?" Rori said, grinning. Heidi swatted his arm.

“Don’t ruin it for her. Come on. Off we pop."

Eliza left the house first, running to the car to nab the front seat. Heidi wasn't so keen to leave. She stepped out of the porch, looking up at the house. Rori put a hand on her shoulder.

"It's okay. It's not forever."

"I hope not," Heidi said quietly. She pulled the door shut, not bothering to lock it. Then she hopped off the porch step, and headed for the car. But when she was only halfway there, she stopped dead as a loud yell hit her ears. She turned and screamed as she saw the rotter stumbling out of the bushes and sinking its teeth into Rori's shoulder.

“Fletcher?” Cassie whispered in disbelief.

She could feel her heart racing, as if daring to believe that the young boy - man? - standing in front of her was her younger brother. He was no longer the version of Fletcher that Cassie had spent the last six months clinging to, an image warped and twisted by the apocalypse. Fletcher was now the same height as Cassie, and his shoulders were lean with muscle. His hair was still the same blonde, but it looked duller somehow, and cut shorter. Cassie thought she could see a small, white scar running along the side of his head, as if he’d been stitched up. And it was the sight of that - and the scars that she couldn’t see - pieces of a history Cassie knew nothing about, that made her eyes prickle with tears.

Cassie had dreamt, wished for this moment for so long…but when she imagined it, she had pictured the Fletcher that she remembered; a chatty, messy-haired, bundle of energy, with an easy smile and bright eyes. It had been foolish, she realized, to think that he wouldn’t change.

“Cassie?” Fletcher said, a catch in his voice. His eyes widened. “Is that…are you really…”

And that was all it took to break the spell. Cassie rushed towards her not-so-little brother, and flung her arms around him. Her knife clattered to the floor, forgotten, as she held Fletcher tight. He was taller, and much too skinny - she could almost feel his ribs protruding through his sweatshirt.

“I’m here,” she promised, squeezing him.

After a moment, as though worried that the illusion would shatter, Fletcher hugged his sister back. Cassie felt tears spill over onto her cheeks as she gripped Fletcher tightly, worried that if she let go, he would disappear again.

“I missed you so much, Cass,” Fletcher said quietly.

“I looked for you,” Cassie told him. It seemed important that he knew she had tried. “That first day, I went into the school, but we couldn’t find you-”

Fletcher pulled away, his eyes meeting his sister’s. “You came back for me?”

“Of course I did! I looked for you, and when we couldn’t find you, I thought…” Cassie shook her head.

“I was at the school,” Fletcher told her, and Cassie felt her heart clench. “I was injured, and Patrick-” Fletcher gestured to his companion, who was hovering awkwardly behind the pair, “He stitched me up.” He wiped a tear from his eye, still in shock.

“Hi,” Patrick said, raising a hand in greeting. He looked a few years older than Cassie, with stubble clinging to his jaw, and warm, friendly eyes. “Sorry for pointing a knife at you…It was nothing personal. It’s just how I greet people these days.”

Cassie smiled, warming to Patrick already. She was glad that Fletcher hadn’t been alone through this. That someone else had been looking out for him when she couldn’t.

“Fletcher, you remember Ginge,” Cassie said, suddenly aware of her own friend hovering awkwardly in the still-open doorway. For someone who was so close to her own family, Ginge was positively beaming at the reunion.

“Sure,” Fletcher said easily, giving Ginge a small smile of recognition. When Cassie had her friends over, Fletcher had always hung around them, wanting to get involved in whatever they were up to. Cassie knew that he had warmed to Ginge in particular, who would regale him with exciting tales from the farm.

“It’s good to see you, Fletcher,” Ginge said, striding forward and pulling him into a one-armed hug, her trusty ax dangling from her other hand. Cassie saw Patrick’s eyes widen on her axe, and she was pretty sure that she saw him mouth the word, Wow.

“Wait,” Cassie said, a sudden realization dawning on her. She turned to her brother. Dread prickled along her skin as she thought of what Gus had experienced under Ross’ dictatorship. “You said you were at the school. How long were you there?”

“Not long before we left,” Fletcher said, looking to Patrick for confirmation. “A week, maybe?” He must have noticed the panic in Cassie’s eyes, and he frowned. “Cassie…?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cassie said, waving it off. They would have plenty of time to talk later, she was sure. There was no way she was letting her brother out of her sight anytime soon. “I’m just glad you weren’t stuck there. It seemed pretty dangerous, that’s all.”

“Okay.” Fletcher nodded, but Cassie could see he wasn’t convinced. She searched for something to change the subject, but there was just so much to say that she wasn’t sure where to start. She couldn’t ask how he was, and she wanted to unpack their journeys when they had the time to.

“What are you doing here?” Fletcher asked, and Cassie let out a laugh. The question sounded so casual for two siblings who had been reunited after six months surviving an apocalypse.

“I never came home,” Cassie admitted. “After this all started. I thought it would be too hard? But Heidi and Eliza,”- Fletcher’s face brightened to hear that they were alive - “They wanted some closure, and it felt like time to come home, too. To let go.”

“Me too,” Fletcher agreed. “I wanted to say goodbye.”

“Fletcher?” a male voice called from the direction of their kitchen. Cassie jumped at the interruption, quickly wiping the tears from her eyes. “What’s going on?” A face popped around the corner, framed by a mess of shaggy brown hair. The stranger’s eyes darted between Fletcher and Cassie, and his face split into a grin.

“Holy shit,” he said. “There’s no need to ask who you are, is there? The resemblance is uncanny.”

Cassie and Fletcher exchanged a glance. They had always been told that they looked alike, though personally, Cassie didn’t see it.

“Well,” the stranger continued. “It’s finally nice to put a face to the name - and it’s a prettier face than Fletcher’s, in any case.”

“She’s gay, Will,” Fletcher said warningly.

Cassie spluttered. She had never spoken to Fletcher about her sexuality in the days before the apocalypse. “How did you know?”

Fletcher shrugged. He tapped his temple with a finger. “Sibling intuition. Also, I’m pretty sure you made all your female dolls kiss each other when you were younger.” Cassie felt her cheeks flush as Ginge stifled a laugh. “Anyway - Will, this is my sister Cassie and her friend, Ginge.”

“Charmed,” Will said, bobbing his head in their direction. Cassie returned the greeting with a small wave.

“Is it just the three of you?” she asked.

“No,” Fletcher said. “There’s seven of us. We, er,” Fletcher’s eyes drifted to the floor, and his shoulders slumped sadly. “There were eight of us. But we lost someone, quite recently. It was an accident…”

“I’m sorry,” Cassie said, knowing that the word sounded empty, as though it couldn’t contain all the losses that they had both endured. “I know what it’s like to lose a friend.” Warren’s sweet, smiling face sprung to mind, and Cassie swallowed back the grief. She felt Ginge stiffen beside her, and knew that Ginge was thinking of him too.

“I think we all do at this point,” Fletcher said sadly. “I’ve got pretty good at goodbyes too. I guess you won’t be sticking around here?”

The comment stung. She couldn’t face the idea of saying goodbye to Fletcher. She didn’t want to let him out of her sight. Not now, not ever again. She turned to her brother.

“We won’t be staying. But maybe you should come with us. There’s so much we have to tell each other. Maybe…you could come with us, back to the farm? If that’s okay with you, Ginge?”

Ginge nodded as Fletcher cast a glance in Patrick and Will’s direction. He turned back to face Cassie, his face torn. “I’m afraid I come as a package deal now…” he said apologetically, making his loyalties clear in a way that stung her.

“Then come as a package,” Cassie said, without hesitation.

Fletcher paused. "Are you sure we'll be welcome there? All of us?"

Cassie blinked. "You're my brother. I'll make sure you're welcome. And you know my friends. They know they can trust you."

“Do they?” Fletcher asked.

Cassie frowned. “I don't know what you mean. Why are you acting like you don’t want to come to the farm?”

“It’s not that,” Fletcher said quickly. He sighed. “We’ve trusted people before and it’s gone badly for us.”

“I’m not just ‘people’ though, Fletcher,” Cassie said. She felt stung, hurt that her brother was even questioning her trust. Against the odds, they had found one another…Why wasn’t Fletcher grasping that opportunity and holding it as tightly as she was? “I’m your sister.”

“I know that,” Fletcher said sadly. “But I’m not the same person I was the last time that you saw me. What if…” he lowered his voice so that only she could hear. “What if, once you see who I am now, you don’t want me there anymore?”

Cassie’s eyes softened. She sighed, her heart aching for the boy who had been forced to grow up much too soon. Her brother did always have a flair for the melodramatic, but he did seem genuinely upset, and she knew she had to take back her role as his big sister. She gripped her brother's shoulders.

“Look…none of us are perfect. Things happen now that will mess us up forever. I've watched my friends die. I've made bad decisions, and I've watched my friends make them too. But this is all new. There aren't any rules on how to handle it.” Cassie squeezed her brother’s shoulder. “I get that you’ve changed - I have too. But you’re still you. You’re still my little brother, whoever you are now and whatever you’ve done. Please give it a chance. Come with us, all of you. Even if you don’t stay…” Cassie trailed off, a lump in her throat. “I didn’t wait this long to say goodbye to you already.”

“Come with us,” Ginge agreed, taking over. Cassie’s heart squeezed with affection for her friend. “Let’s at least chat things over. One of you can drive, right?”

“I can,” Patrick piped. “Can you direct me, Fletch?”

Fletcher nodded, though he still seemed unconvinced by Ginge’s invitation. Cassie wondered what Fletcher had gone through, to doubt whether they could trust each other. The pain burned in Cassie’s chest like a physical affliction.

“That’s settled then,” Ginge nodded, hands on her hips. “We can chat though things at the farm, give you two the time to properly catch up with one another.”

She ushered everyone outside just as they heard the screech of tires, a sign of their friends arriving. But something was wrong. Cassie could tell from the way the car door flung open and Eliza began to barrel toward the house. She sprinted down the driveway, eyes wide with terror. Cassie felt her stomach drop with anticipation, heart racing, expecting the worst-

“What’s happened?” Ginge snapped.

“It’s Rori,” Eliza panted. “He’s been bitten.”

Cassie felt herself swaying, blood thrumming in her ears. Fletcher placed a hand tentatively on her arm, steadying her. This couldn’t be happening. After everything they had gone through, they couldn’t be losing someone else.

Rori.

Cassie turned to her brother, but Fletcher’s eyes were filled with understanding. He squeezed her arm gently, trying to snap her back to reality.

“Go,” he told Cassie softly. “Help your friend. We’ll be right behind you.”


Chapter Three

Heidi had a horrible sense of déjà vu from the day they rushed back from the garden center, Warren quivering in the backseat as he fought off the pain of turning. Turning into one of them. Except this time, she was the one cradling the boy she loved, praying for some kind of miracle when she knew all hope was lost. And this time, there was nothing they could do to tend the bite. There was no chance they could even try and amputate from the shoulder like they’d tried with Marcus.

It was all over.

That didn't stop the others from trying to help, though. Eliza sat on the other side of Rori, attempting to bandage up his wound. Ginge had given Rori several ibuprofen tablets, but they didn’t seem to have had any effect on the pain. Cassie was driving them back as fast as she could, hoping to get Rori home where he belonged.

Heidi was sobbing beside him, holding desperately onto the hand of his good arm.

"How long now?" Eliza asked Cassie quietly.

"I'm going as fast as I can," Cassie said, her voice strained. She rubbed at her forehead, swerving onto another dirt track. They still had a way to go to get back to the farm. "Look...I'm not sure we're going to make it on time. Before he…”  Cassie swallowed, her eyes meeting Eliza's in the rearview mirror.

“Say it,” Heidi sobbed. “You don’t need to sugarcoat it for me. I know what’s about to happen.”

Cassie’s silence spoke volumes. They all knew that Rori was about to die. The thought of it clenched Heidi’s stomach so hard that she thought she might be sick.

“Please go faster, Cassie,” Heidi said, her words lodging in her throat.

"I'm trying not to get everyone in the car killed, Heidi," Cassie said, swerving the wheel to one side to avoid a pothole in the road. "I'm sorry, but you'll just have to hold on. I'm doing my best here."

"It's okay. It's alright everyone. I'm feeling okay," Rori said, despite the sweat pouring down his forehead. The veins on his arms were almost pulsing, raised more than usual under his skin. Heidi whimpered like a wounded animal, unable to control her tears. Cassie sighed, switching into a higher gear and ramming her foot down on the accelerator.

"We'll get you there, Rori," Cassie said firmly. "I promise."

“Drive over the field, it’ll save some time,” Ginge said. “Sorry, Rori, it’s about to get a bit bumpy.”

“Can’t get much bumpier than my life, right?” he said, trying to make light of the moment, but it only made Heidi sob harder. Rori’s hand clenched hers until his knuckles turned white. Their eyes met for a moment, though Heidi could barely see his face through the tears. That made her sob harder, knowing she was wasting precious seconds of memorizing his face for the last time. 

The car was practically bouncing over the bumps in the fields. Heidi gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, just willing the whole nightmare to be over.

Cassie began to slow as she managed to get the car back onto the road and turn into the driveway, Rori laughed breathlessly as they skidded to a halt just outside the house.

"I think that's the most exciting car ride I've ever embarked on," he said. But when he saw the look on Heidi’s face, his smile faded. He allowed her to help him out of the backseat as the rest of the group spilled from the car. Fletcher's group pulled up behind not long later.

Luke, Gus and Tomas emerged from the house, taking in Rori's bloodied t-shirt and the tearful set of people hurrying to the house. Luke's lip quivered, and he bit down on it to steady it. He hurried forward, surprising everyone by grabbing Rori and pulling him into a hug.

"You dumbass," Luke muttered in Rori's ear. Rori swallowed, patting his friend's back.

"That's me," he joked weakly, trying to smile.

"It's my fault," Heidi said, choking on her words. "I wasn't watching him, I..."

Rori pulled away from Luke to put an arm around Heidi, pulling her close to him. She let him hold her in his arms, her face buried into his good shoulder. How many times had she longed to be this close to him? And now, she might never get a chance again. She clung to him desperately, her body shaking.

"It wasn't your fault," Rori mumbled into her hair.  "Shit happens, right?"

Rori's legs buckled and Cassie was behind him in a flash, grabbing him to stop him crumpling to the ground. Moments later, Luke and Gus were there too, hauling him back to his feet. Heidi was too shaken to do anything, but watch.

Rori's face was shiny with sweat now and his t-shirt was soaked through. The whites of his eyes were riddled with bolts of red, and his lips were almost blue. Already, the boy they knew was fading away from them, looking more and more like a corpse.

"The kids can't see you like this," Ginge said to Rori gently. "We have to get you inside. Somewhere quiet."

Clutching Luke and Cassie for support, Rori made his way sluggishly into the house. For a moment, Heidi was too horrified to move. Eliza put an arm around her and guided her into the house. Jam, Ava and Cara watched quietly from the living room as the others followed Rori through the house like a funeral procession.

"In here," Ginge said quietly, leading them all into her parent's old bedroom. The room held so many terrible memories for them all now - Poppy’s injury, Marcus’ amputation, and now Rori’s last moments. Luke lowered Rori onto the bed gently and Rori pressed his cheek to the mattress, looking oddly content for a moment.

"Could somebody get me some water, please? It's too hot," Rori said sleepily. Poppy dashed from the room right away, while Cassie, Luke, Heidi, Eliza and Ginge arranged themselves around their friend. Eliza gently propped her toy dog from their trip onto Rori's good shoulder and he smiled at it, patting its head.

"He's like a lucky mascot,” Rori said with a weak smile. “I could have done with some luck earlier." He sniffed, tears suddenly hitting his eyes. "I can't believe this is happening," he said in a small voice.

Heidi took Rori's hand again, running her thumb over the back of his hand. Rori tried to smile at her through the tears, to reassure her more than himself, she thought, but he couldn't quite manage it.

Poppy returned with a glass of water and Rori tried to raise it to his lips, but his hand was shaking too much. After a sip, he gave up, putting the glass aside.

"I don't want to die," he whispered. No one knew what to say. Heidi least of all. She wanted to offer him some comfort, but she couldn’t find the words.

"We should think about clearing the room. It won't be safe...when it happens," Ginge said, kindly but firmly. The others began to murmur reluctant agreements.

"Who is going to..."

"Who will..."

"I will," Heidi said, sniffing. Her eyes met Rori's. "We agreed."

Rori smiled a little, clearly remembering their conversation. Heidi had said, as a joke, that if couples wanted to be romantic in the apocalypse, they could turn into the undead together. "Star-crossed zombie lovers like Romeo and Juliet," she had joked. But after that, their conversation had turned serious, and they came to an agreement that if one of them was ever bitten, the other would end it for them.

"Are you sure, Heidi?" Cassie asked gently.

"Yes," Heidi said. She tried to smile as she saw the tears dancing in Cassie's eyes. She took Cassie's hand and squeezed it reassuringly. "I'm positive."

One by one, the group said their farewells to Rori. Luke pulled his friend in for another brief but rare hug; Cassie ducked down to kiss Rori’s cheek, and Eliza squeezed his shoulder, leaving her stuffed dog to keep him company. No one stayed long. Rori was on borrowed time, and everyone knew who the last seconds of his life belonged to. As Ginge had pointed out, it had been almost an hour since he was bitten. It was a surprise he hadn't already turned. None of the others who had been bitten had lasted so long.

Heidi could hear someone crying out in the corridor. She swallowed, looking at her best friend, lying limp on the bed.

Goodbye had never seemed so hard.

With everyone out of the room, it seemed so quiet. Rori almost longed for them to come back, but he knew being around them any longer would just make it all much more difficult to say goodbye. And at least he had his best friend with him.

Heidi dabbed at his head with the wet flannel Poppy had given her, her forehead wrinkled in distress. She smoothed his hair to one side, gently touching his forehead. Rori closed his eyes, not liking to see her so upset.

"It would be better to end it," he said finally.  "So you don't have to watch...watch me turn."

Heidi swallowed. "I can't. Not yet. I can't end it when I know you're still in there. If...if you want to go now, I'll ask Luke to come in. I can't do that to you. I can kill a monster, but now...it would be like murdering you. Not while you're still alive, Rori, you can't ask me to-"

"Hey, hey..." Rori hugged his friend fiercely and she sobbed, her grip hard on his good shoulder. Rori knew he wasn't getting better – the heat in his veins was increasing by the second. The virus would kill him – he was sure of that. But he knew he was willing to be in pain just to have a little more time with her.

Even if it meant turning and losing his humanity.

"Don't ask Luke in. What a moodkill that would be.” Rori smiled when he felt Heidi’s chest heave with a strained laugh. “We can wait. And while we wait, you can talk to me."

Heidi pulled away, wiping at her eyes. "What the hell is there to talk about? Everything's ending."

"Not for you." His thumb traced the back of her hand gently.

"For now. How much longer until we're all bitten, or turned, or murdered? What's the point?"

Rori squeezed her hand.  "I won't listen to you talking like this," he told her. "This isn't you. You're strong; you care about living. You've always told the others that. You told that to Ginge, when she was ready to give up and keel. You've been saying it to Gus these past few months since Quinn died. Nothing's changed."

"Of course things have changed! Everything has been changing since this started. Changing so fast that we can barely keep up. Things will change again the minute you go. For me, that will shift my whole world. You understand?"

Rori did understand. He knew if their positions were swapped, he'd feel the same. He'd feel lost without her.

"You're going to be okay. You've got your friends around you; your sister. Cassie and Ginge.  These people kept you afloat long before we met. They'll carry on doing that after I've gone."

"I know. I know." Heidi wiped at her eyes again. "Why are you sitting here trying to comfort me? You're the one that's...that's..."

"Dying? You can say it, you know. It's going to happen. But when it does, it'll be peaceful. I’ll be with my best friend until I slip away. I won't have to deal with what you will. That's why I'm comforting you. You're the one watching your best friend die. You're the one having to live in a world full of rotters..."

"Are you saying...Rori are you telling me you want this? You want to die?"

Rori sighed, and as he moved his shoulder, pain sliced through him. He tried not to wince for Heidi's sake, but the pain was almost unbearable. "Not exactly. I mean, I don't want to die. I'm just starting to realize that living isn't so great either. If I...when I die, I don't have to fight anymore. And there's a kind of peace in that, right?"

Heidi gripped hold of Rori's hands. "I get it. I know."

“I know you do,” he whispered. “You always understand what I’m thinking.”

Rori leaned forwards hesitantly, so that his face was closer to hers. For a moment, the heat inside him didn’t come from the virus. Something else stirred. For a second, he considered pressing his lips to hers. He didn’t want to die without knowing what it would be like to kiss the girl who had consumed his thoughts for over six months. There was a line left uncrossed, and he longed to step over it with his final seconds ticking away.

But he knew how selfish that would be. To give her something and then take it away again in an instant. Their eyes met for a moment and he almost gave in to his weakness. But that wasn’t who he was. Not even in his final, most desperate moments. He would never do that to her.

It took all the strength in him to lean a little further to rest his lips against her cheek. He trembled as his kiss met her skin. Heidi gripped his hands even harder.

"Don't go. Please. Hold on a little longer."

Tears were pooling in Rori's eyes. He wished he could. He wished for a lot of things. He shook his head.

"I can't. You have to let me go now."

Heidi sniffed, shuffling back away from him. He was breathing heavily now, sweat covering his body. His chest was rising and falling almost in time with Heidi's rising heartbeat as she drew her knife.

"It won't be him. He'll be dead, it won't be him," she muttered to herself. Rori watched her steadily, his breathing hot and heavy. Heidi was sweating too, preparing for the moment where Rori slipped between death and the terrible thing that came after it. Rori watched her as she raised the knife so the end of the blade was pointing at his eye. Staring down the blade, he thought he was coming to terms with his fate.

But suddenly, the heat inside him reached a boiling point, fire eating him from the inside out. He cried out in pain, his whole body contorting, his limbs rigid. Heidi stumbled backwards against the chest of drawers, frozen, watching him in horror. Rori had seen people turn before, and it had never been this way. Heidi seemed to have come to the same conclusion. She watched him crying out for several moments before Luke burst into the room, looking mortified. Some of the others barrelled in behind him.

"What the hell did you do to him?" Luke demanded.

"I didn't do a thing! He's... he's having some sort of fit."

Luke glanced from Rori to Heidi. Rori could barely see them through the pain licking his eyeballs.

"Tell me everything that happened."

"He...he was getting warmer, like the others did before they turned. He said he was ready, that I needed to prepare myself. And then he just started screaming like that. But it was never like that with Warren, was it? He just…he just slipped away."

Luke turned to look at Rori, his solemn face even more serious than Rori had ever seen it before.

"Luke, talk to me!" Heidi screamed.

Luke wasn't listening. He began to pace, seemingly unaffected by listening to Rori's agonized cries.

"If this thing is in fact a virus, it would make sense that there are some people with immunity to it. If that's the case, it could also mean that the virus itself can evolve. Since we've never seen anyone react to the bites in this way, we can assume that Rori either has some form of tolerance to the virus, or that the virus is mutating. And that's why he's reacting differently. Why didn't we see this before? Why have we waited so long to question what's happening?"

Luke shook his head, stopping his pacing. "Something's not right here either way. And we can’t let this opportunity pass us by. Poppy! Bring me a thermometer! And someone get me some rope. We're tying him up."

Rori came through the haze just enough to register what he’d said. He panted heavily, trying to sit up.

"Now is not the time to get into bondage, Luke."

Luke grabbed Rori's face, forcing him to look him in the eye. "You listen to me. You're likely to be in hell for the next few hours. But I have a theory. A theory that might mean you live. But you have to be willing to fight. Are you prepared for that?"

Rori’s burning eyes found their way to Heidi. After what he'd said, about giving in, he hadn't changed his mind. He still thought it would be better to end it there. But one look at Heidi's desperate face made the decision for him. It made his heart race in a way that had nothing to do with the virus. If there was a chance that he’d live, then that meant there was a chance for them. He had to try and survive.

For her.

"I'm ready for anything," he wheezed, grimacing as pain coursed through his body.

"Good man. Heidi, are you staying?"

Heidi floundered for a moment before straightening up. "Of course."

"Then you have to help me keep him hydrated. He's overheating; he could die of dehydration if the virus doesn't kill him. I'll keep a regular check on his temperature. Cassie, get Joe and Poppy in here! They need to help clean the wound and stitch it up, to prevent any further infections…”

“We have two trained nurses with us,” Cassie said, her head popping around the door. Luke raised an eyebrow.

“Then let’s get them in here instead. Poppy, you can watch and learn. Some medical expertise wouldn’t go amiss right now. Ginge, you’re strong. I need you to help hold him down. Eliza, you'll be making notes."

"Notes?" Eliza blinked.

"Yes, notes. That's what I said, isn't it?"

"What sort of notes?"

Poppy returned with a length of rope and the thermometer just as Rori began to fit again. Ginge dived on top of Rori to hold him down while Luke gritted his teeth and attempted to tie Rori's wrists to the bedpost.

"Anything that seems important,” he hissed to Eliza. “The time between each fit, and the length of each one. His temperature throughout. How fast his heartbeat is. Anything he says or does during this time, write it down."

"And what do you expect will be the outcome to this little experiment of yours?" Heidi hissed quietly.

Luke shrugged. "Hopefully, Rori not being dead."


Chapter Four

"What the hell is taking you so long, girl? I've been waiting ten minutes for this breakfast," Ross called out to his servant.

"Yes, master. Sorry, master."

Ross rolled his eyes, pulling Danielle closer to his chest as he reveled in his new morning routine. Danielle’s fingers traced circles on his chest sleepily. She had become good company for him over the past few months. It was a shame his servants weren't living up to the same expectations. He’d set up a proper bedroom in an old classroom, and now he expected breakfast in bed every morning. How hard can it fucking be? he wondered as the servant failed to show up.

Eventually, the servant girl scurried into the room with a tray of cereal and milk. As she hurried to get it to Ross, she tripped, spilling the milk everywhere. She stood, frozen as she looked down at the mess she'd made on the floor. A rage inside Ross flared like wildfire. These days, every little thing made him irrationally angry. Now, this felt like a major slight on him.

He unhooked Danielle's arms from around him to get out of bed, advancing on the servant. His palm cracked across her face, causing tears to spill from her eyes. He grabbed her just under the chin, his fingers in an iron clasp as he forced her face up to his.

"You see what you did? Whose fault was it?"

"Mine," the servant girl managed to say. "It was my fault, master."

Ross released the servant girl. "Yes it was. Clean up this mess. You'll have no dinner this evening. If anything like this happens again, I won't be so kind."

"Yes, master. I'm sorry for my clumsiness, master."

"So you should be. Forget breakfast. The sight of your face has made me lose my appetite."

The girl sniveled as she got on her knees to clean up the mess. Ross rolled his eyes again. When he turned back to the bed, Danielle was watching him, propped up against the pillow. She was grinning.

"She's terrified of you," Danielle purred, a twinkle of malice in her eyes. She looked so good in the mornings, her blonde hair a little mussed, framing her gorgeous face. Ross could hardly believe his luck. He smirked, getting back into bed and wrapping his muscular arms around her warm body.

"So she should be," he murmured as the girl finally scurried from the room.

"You don't scare me," Danielle whispered, her lips tickling his ear.

Ross had controlled himself for long enough. He kissed Danielle roughly, his grip on the back of her neck hard. His fingerprints often left bruises on Danielle's skin, but she never once complained. Ross was almost certain that she liked it.

"You should be afraid of me," he growled. She looked him up and down with a confident smirk.

"Little boys like you don't scare me."

"Not even ones that kill?"

"Not even. Especially not you."

Ross knew she was teasing him, but it annoyed him anyway. He wanted her to be scared of him, just like everyone else was. In the months since their first kiss, she’d been at his side every day, helping him build his plans to take the farm. Like she’d suggested, he had cut the fat down at the school, sending useless kids on their way so they had less mouths to feed. He’d kept a few on as servants, of course, but their numbers at the school were significantly reduced. He’d focused on building up his army too, taking in any violent waifs and strays that Finn, Deborah and his other lackeys picked up on their scouting trips. They were getting closer to a solution to all of their problems, and now that spring was coming, they could finally bring their plans to fruition.

Ross wanted Danielle by his side when he took the farm. She was the queen of his kingdom, after all. But he also wished that she would submit to him at least a little. She was too confident for his liking. He wanted everyone to be under his thumb.

But she wasn't. No matter how much violence he created, she didn’t seem to be fazed. Even after she’d watched him beat a boy to death, she didn’t blink an eye. Even when his anger had taken over him and he’d threatened her, his fingers closed around her pretty throat, she had merely smiled at him, eyebrow cocked, eyes defiant. He admired her bravery, but he hated that she was immune to his worst impulses. As much as he desired her, he wanted to be the one in control. He feared that might not be the case.

She was exactly his type; athletic, blonde, slim. Sarcastic, rough at the edges, opinionated. She was exactly the girl he wanted by his side. But he had fears that she could jump ship if she wanted to. She flirted with everyone, it seemed, even right in front of him. She liked to keep him on his toes, but whenever she was showing off to Finn and the other boys, he felt desperate fury bubbling inside him. It made him feel inferior and unwanted. That insecurity triggered even more untamed rage. One day, it would bubble over and he’d hurt her for real.

That thought was somewhat comforting to him.

“Let’s stay here all day,” Danielle murmured, her lips pressing to his shoulder, but his irritation hadn’t subsided. He shrugged her off.

"I've got things to do."

"Fine. I guess I can wait. But come and meet me in the science classrooms later. I have a surprise for you.”

Ross raised an eyebrow as he got out of bed, trying not to look too pleased. Her surprises were often physical, and even through his annoyance, he couldn’t deny that he was looking forward to whatever she had in store for him.

“I’ll see you there.”

Ross went about his morning routine, keeping a lid on his bad mood as he walked through the school. Things ran a lot more smoothly since Danielle had helped him finesse his system. Now, everyone had a place and a purpose. There weren’t many kids left to bully, but he ran a tight ship, and if the need for violence took over him, he found a way to use it. And the more the fear among his people built, the more his power grew.

Each morning, he'd look out of the window to see that the perimeter was guarded. He rarely left the school himself - he had no reason to when others would do it for him. He'd ordered clumsy wooden lookout posts to be made and placed around the school fence. He had at least five people posted at any one time, obediently following a strict timetable. Death was the punishment for slackers. He didn't like to take chances.

As he continued his rounds, he'd check in on his interrogation room. Sometimes he'd go in there himself and get involved with whatever was taking place in the darkened room, though they had less use for it lately. But for the most part, he didn't miss the room. He hadn't experienced any interrogation yet that was half as fun as Quinn's. Now, the room just served as a place to remember the glory of that moment when he’d first felt truly powerful.

After he knew that everything was running as it should be, he was ready to settle in his office for the day. And that day was a particularly exciting day. He was expecting a visit from Deborah. Hopefully she would be there with good news about the group stationed at the farm.

He'd been in the office no less than ten minutes when Deborah arrived, punctual as ever. Ross smirked, reclining in his black leather chair and putting his feet up on the wooden desk.

"Tell me some good news. Do you think we’re almost ready to make our move on the farm?”

Deborah clasped her hands behind her back.  "I have some bad news. The group at the farm has expanded."

Ross's grin slipped and his head snapped upwards. "What?"

"This morning, a new group arrived. It's too soon to tell if they plan to stay permanently, but I counted seven new arrivals. They seem tight-knit and very capable. It's possible that they could have other allies joining them later on."

Ross banged his fist against the table.

"How could this happen?”

“There was no way we could’ve seen it coming.”

Ross’ anger was so hot inside him now that he felt like he physically needed to quench it. In recent weeks, he was having trouble regulating his own body, like he had some kind of sickness growing inside him. Too much testosterone, he told himself. Danielle gets your blood pumping way too hard. He picked up his glass of water, hoping to cool down.

“May I suggest that we postpone our plans further?”

Water dribbled from Ross’ lips back into his glass as he choked on the very suggestion. He glared at Deborah.

“The farm is mine.”

“Ross…”

“I’ve worked too damn hard for this to just give up. We’re strong, we can take whoever is living on the farm.”

“Ross,” Deborah urged a second time.

“What? What is so important that you have to interrupt me?”

“There’s…there’s blood in your glass.”

Ross blinked in surprise and then looked down at the glass. Deborah was right. Tendrils of red swam in the water. The heat inside his chest only intensified. He didn’t know what it meant, but he had the sense to know he should be worried.

“Leave me.”

“But-”

“Deborah, don’t make me ask twice or I swear to God…”

Deborah rolled her eyes, unbothered by Ross’ empty, unfinished threat, but she did as she was told. The moment the door was closed, Ross examined the glass again. He ran his tongue along his gums. They were running out of toothpaste. Were his gums bleeding, perhaps?

But there was no sign of blood, though he could now taste it on his tongue. He frowned. Then he spat into his palm, investigating what was left behind. His stomach clenched. Blood and spit swam in his hand. Disgusted, he wiped the excess away, quickly dismissing the odd phenomenon in his mind. He didn’t want to know. It would be easier and safer to ignore whatever it was. There were no doctors around to help him, so what could he do except pretend everything was fine?

But in his veins, the virus was racing as fast as his fearful thoughts.

Every time that Danielle snuck to the opposite side of the school alone, she was terrified that she’d be followed. It amazed her that she hadn’t already been caught. But it was a risk worth taking. In the abandoned staff room, relief from Ross awaited.

Inside the staff room were two sleeping bodies. She could see the curled form of Dylan in the corner, wrapped up in a sleeping bag and snoring softly. She stood for a moment, watching the steady rise and fall of his chest as he slept. Seeing him

Erin had taken the sofa for the evening, and she too was fast asleep. Danielle liked the younger girl, but she was hopeful to steal a moment alone with Dylan. She crept over to where he lay and knelt down beside him. A light sleeper at the best of times, Dylan stirred at her presence and opened his eyes groggily.

"Hey, you," Danielle whispered, reaching down and kissing his lips softly.

"Hey yourself," Dylan mumbled back, a smile spreading across his face. The smile vanished when he noticed her lips trembling. "Are you okay?"

Danielle unzipped the sleeping bag he was in. "Can you just...hold me?" she asked, and Dylan nodded. He moved over as Danielle snuggled up to him, pressing her warm body against his. They lay looking at one another, their noses almost touching.

"I hate doing this," Danielle whispered. Her hand brushed his cheek.

"I know. But you’re doing this for all the right reasons," Dylan told her. "Think about what you’ve achieved. Think about how many lives you’ve saved."

Danielle kept quiet. She felt dirty. The price of their safety balanced on manipulating Ross. He could never know what they had planned.

It had been almost four months since Dylan and Danielle had stumbled across the school in the middle of the night. They had been on the road since the beginning, and they were desperate. They’d studied the school for a few days, learning about the tyrant leader that resided there. And a plan had come to them fully formed.

“We can change this place,” Dylan had said to Danielle. “You can get in Ross’ pocket and change the course of this entire thing.”

“But why?” Danielle had asked. “Why would I want to suffer such an awful person? We could stay on the road. We’d be okay.”

“You and I both know we need a place to settle down. This place is scary, but we could make it better. Free the kids that this guy is torturing. Change his plans and build something better.”

“You really think I can do all that just by seducing that guy?”

“A girl like you can do anything she wants,” Dylan had murmured.

And now four months on, there they were. Hiding Dylan away like a dirty little secret and persuading Ross to take the farm. When Danielle had learned about the place, she knew it would be the perfect place to

But these days, she felt far too deep into all of the lies. People were still getting hurt. And now, Ross had his people investigating the farm, planning to kill everyone there in order to make it their own. Danielle had never truly wanted that. It would only mean more unnecessary bloodshed, but it was too late now to turn back or to change the plans.

And what would she do once they made it to the farm? Kill Ross and take over? Live with the monsters he had created? Some days, it felt like she was toeing the line far too much. She had hoped for something better when she had put her plan into motion. The only thing that kept her grounded now was Dylan. His lips found her neck as they lay entwined with one another.

“Forget him for a while,” Dylan murmured. “It’s okay. Just keep your eyes on me.”

"I love you, Dylan," Danielle whispered desperately, feeling small. She felt her eyes prick with tears, and swallowed to hold them back. She hadn't cried since the first day the virus had destroyed everything. She wasn't going to start now.

“I love you too, baby. It feels good having you back next to me,” he murmured, his hands beginning to roam her body. She felt herself flinching away. She wasn’t in the mood. She rarely was now, after so many nights spent enduring Ross and his violent touch. She had mastered her act, pretending she liked it, pretending that she had all the power. Ross seemed to buy the act, but she was tired of selling it.

"Lets run away," Danielle whispered, her voice soft. "Just me and you; nobody else. We don’t have to go through with this.”

“Shh…”

“I’m serious."

“So am I, babe. You’re talking too much.”

She pulled back from him. “I’m not in the fucking mood, Dylan. I came here because I wanted to escape. You’re pissing me off.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Jeez.”

“I want you to listen to me. I’m tired of all of this. I don’t see the point. We got those kids out of here, and now all that’s left is a building full of horrible boys who want to kill people and enjoy inflicting pain. Do you have any idea what you’re putting me through, sending me into Ross’ arms every fucking day? I want this to be over, Dylan. I don’t want to take this further.”

Dylan sighed. “No one said this was going to be easy.”

“You did. You told me this would work. I only have power here for as long as

“Just stick it out, babe. Once we’ve taken the farm, we’ll find a way to kill Ross. Then you and me can be together, just like before. We’ll have our little army to protect us, just like you’ve been planning. We’ve fooled them all for this long, and we can do it forever. Don’t you want to feel safe?”

“I feel safe when I’m with you, not when I’m in the lion's den, waiting for him to turn on me and rip me apart. I don’t want all the smoke and mirrors. I don’t want to bargain myself away for my own safety.”

"Look, I’m desperate to take that bastard down and ruin him for what he's done. The thought of you two together..." Dylan shook his head, his expression darkening. "But we have to wait. This is how we survive. We wouldn’t make it alone. You know that. That’s why you’ve endured this for so long. You’re doing so well, babe. Don’t give up at the final hurdle.”

“What about all those people on the farm? The ones we’ll have to kill to make this whole thing work? I don’t want to hurt them, Dylan. I wanted this to be about doing something good…”

“And you did amazingly. You got so many kids out of here before Ross turned them into rotter meat. You’ve kept me hidden here, and Erin too. She wanted to stick around for her own reasons, and you made it possible. But there will always be sacrifices now. The new world is a bitter pill to swallow. But when we come out on top, it’ll all be worth it.”

Danielle sighed. Resigned, she nodded her head slowly. Dylan hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him. He kissed her, his breathing heavy and his hands wandering to her waist. Danielle moaned quietly. When he touched her that way, it was hard to resist him.

"Just picture it," he whispered in her ear. "The two of us in charge...just imagine the things we could do together."

Danielle giggled. "I can't tell if you bring out my good side, or if I bring out your bad side.”

"Can't it be both?" Dylan shot back, his eyes twinkling mischievously. "You can make any man weak in the knees, Danielle Costello. And now that you’ve charmed Ross, he’lll crumble the second you make it so."

“Don’t say his name right now,” Danielle breathed. “You’ll kill the mood.”

“Entirely fair,” Dylan said, kissing her hard. “And we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

Erin jumped when she heard the soft knock on the door of the science classroom. She had been dozing, her head on the wooden desk as sleep had overcome her. It was rare now that she slept without dreaming. She was haunted by nightmares of the boy she was responsible for killing.

Quinn.

How could I ever forget his name? She had been so naive back then. When Ross had promised to let Quinn go, she thought she was offering him his final meal at the school. But what she’d handed him was a death sentence. She hadn’t been able to eat meat since, terrified that she might turn the way he had done, forced to eat the remains of a rotter that had carried the virus.

Snapping herself back to reality, Erin arranged her face in a smile when she saw Dylan peek his head around the door of the science lab. It was bold of them to be sneaking around the school when Ross thought that she was long gone and didn’t even know that Dylan existed, but he was oblivious to their comings and goings. She came to the lab almost every day and never saw anyone else.

"Sorry to disturb you," he apologized, shutting the door gently behind him. He padded quietly across the classroom, taking a seat on one of the stools by the desk.

"It's okay," she assured him. "I was just..." She blushed. "I was just sleeping, actually."

Dylan smiled, the corners of his hazel eyes crinkling. He nodded at the scrawled handwriting in Erin's leather notebook. "You deserve it. How’s the research going? Made any great breakthroughs yet?"

"It's early days," Erin reminded him. She was very protective of her work. Or lack of it. She was trying to study the rotters, to see what made them tick, to see if she could figure out a cure for the sickness they posed. But at fourteen years old, she knew that her findings weren’t likely to be significant. "All I'm doing is making assumptions at the minute; trying to find possible links between the virus and Ross' behavior. But obviously, I’ve never been able to get a sample from him to study. I’m only working with the things that Danielle has reported back to me. It's going to be a long process, Dylan. You'll have to put up with Ross being around for a while yet. We need him alive."

Dylan scraped a hand through his blonde hair.

“That might be hard to manage. Danielle is out for blood. By the time we make it to the farm, she’s going to want him dead, for sure. But I do have something that might help you. Danielle swiped it from Ross’ office.”

Dylan put something on the lab bench in front of Erin. She stared at it curiously. It was a glass of water with blood floating in it.

“Can you do much with this?” Dylan asked, sounding hopeful. Erin bit her lip.

“Perhaps. I mean, I’m keen to try…but I have limited knowledge.”

“I thought you were some kind of genius?”

“I am. Well, I have a very high IQ. Socially…I might be missing a trick or two. But in short, I’m smart. But there’s only so much I can do with school textbooks, some shitty microscopes and an eager mind. I’m still just a kid.”

“Imagine if you could find a cure, though,” Dylan urged.

"That’s going to be hard without…without…” She stopped, not wanting to say it out loud. Dylan raised an eyebrow.

"Without what?"

Their eyes met in the dimly-lit science lab. "Without human experimentation."


Chapter Five

"So, I don't mean to sound rude, but who are you?" Ava asked, addressing Fletcher from the porch. It seemed to be her turn on watch, or at least that’s what Fletcher gathered from the weapon she clung to. She was eyeing up the newcomers with more interest than caution, but Fletcher supposed that was a luxury she could afford given this was her home.

Fletcher looked up. He was sitting in the passenger seat of his mother's car, the door open as he faced the house. Patrick and Zoe were inside helping with Rori, but the others stuck close to Fletcher. Will was propped up against the bonnet of the car, Charlie was sat in the back seat, and Freddie and Sadie were sorting through the supplies they had thrown quickly into the boot of the car, taking stock of what they had brought. Fletcher had the distinct impression that the girls were just trying to keep themselves busy, feeling out of place in their new location. He himself had been to Ginge's farm perhaps twice in his life, but that had been a different time. If he didn’t feel completely at ease with his sister after all this time, he certainly didn't feel comfortable enough just wandering into Ginge’s house uninvited. Not yet, anyway. Especially given that their friend Rori had just been bitten. He didn’t want to intrude or leave his friends in unfamiliar territory.

"I'm Fletcher," he said, suddenly feeling rude for not having introduced himself. He stepped out of the car tentatively, and approached Ava. "I'm Cassie's younger brother," he explained.

Ava's eyes widened. "Ohhh," she breathed quietly, noting the soft blonde hair and Fletcher's blue eyes. Over the years, Fletcher had been told that their resemblance was uncanny. "I'm Ava," she introduced herself, speaking loudly so the rest of the group could hear.

“This here’s Will,” Fletcher gestured, and Will raised a hand in greeting. “That’s Charlie in the back seat, and Freddie and Sadie sorting through the supplies.”

Ava nodded, her eyes roving over each of them, confirming their names to memory.

"How did you guys wind up meeting the others?"

Fletcher sighed. “Do you want the short version or the long version?” he asked dryly, crossing his arms across his chest.

Ava thought on this for a second. “The long version,” she decided. “Unabridged, please.”

Fletcher got the distinct impression that this girl was going to pepper them with questions. "It's complicated." He took a deep breath, steadying himself. "We were...we had a place, a pretty safe place. Different from here. We were in town, and we fortified a few buildings; built some barricades and the like. We had food - not much, but enough - and we’d started planting, you know, for the future? Anyway, we ended up..."

Fletcher trailed off. He wasn't sure if he was ready to talk about Alby yet, and the trials he had put them through. A quick glance in Will’s direction told Fletcher that his friend shared in his discomfort. Fletcher could see that Will was still haunted by Hakim’s death. Although Ava had asked for their unabridged version of events, Fletcher wasn’t ready to go into so much detail yet, and not with a complete stranger. And certainly not before speaking with Cassie.

Ava coughed quietly, as if to tear Fletcher from his thoughts. Fletcher cleared his throat. "We ended up having to leave," he said curtly. “We were overrun by a swarm of biters, and our barricades fell. There was no way we could have defended it against that many.”

“You were lucky to get out alive,” Ava said.

Fletcher nodded, at the same time that Will grunted, “Not all of us.”

Ava’s cheeks turned pink with blush. “I’m sorry,” she offered quickly. “That was an insensitive thing to say…”

Fletcher shook his head, trying to wave the apology off. Ava was right; they had been lucky to get out alive, even if they’d lost people along the way. Hakim, Hunter, Henry, Chrissie, Vic, Nora…and most recently, Lily. Fletcher shuddered as he remembered her eyes wide as she pleaded for them to end it before she succumbed to the virus. He felt guilty that none of them had the heart to carry out her last wish, instead watching as her body writhed and convulsed in whatever pain the virus inflicted. 

“There were more of us,” Fletcher continued. “Once. But we’re the only ones who made it. We've been wandering around for a while, not staying in the same place for more than one night, really. Then I decided it was time to go home." Fletcher felt the lump form in his throat. "Or at least, where home was before this started.”

Ava nodded, seemingly understanding. He could almost see her desperation to start asking questions, but she listened to his every word with rapt attention, drinking in the newcomers as though she had long been starving for company.

“We were there for two nights perhaps,” Fletcher continued. “I don't really know what I expected to find...maybe some closure, perhaps? We didn’t have anywhere else to be.” Fletcher paused. “My sister, I didn’t expect…”

“It’s a lot to deal with,” Ava said understandingly as Fletcher’s words trailed off. “Being reunited after all this time?”

Fletcher nodded. A lump had suddenly found its way into his throat, and he wasn’t sure he trusted himself to speak without breaking. As though he managed to hold all the pieces of himself together just long enough to let them fall apart now that he’d found his sister. But this version of himself he was holding together…it was a different Fletcher to the one Cassie would remember. He’d never been happier to see his sister, but he was also scared that he might be more of a stranger than a sibling to her now.

"I've always been an only child," Ava offered sadly. "But Sam - she’s here too - has always been like a sister to me. I don't know where I would be without her. Or how it would feel to lose her."

As though sensing that Fletcher didn’t want to speak anymore, Will cleared his throat and asked Ava, "So what's your story then?"

Ava smiled, taking her long brown hair and beginning to braid it. "Sam and I, we were together when it started. The others – The Fox and Jam – we met them along the way. Sometimes I forget that we didn't know them before, because we've got such a close bond now. Though The Fox is doing his own thing and Sam is always hanging out with Joe nowadays. I think they’re a bit smitten with each other. Still, we’re all close." Ava said all of this very fast, as though she couldn’t get the words out quick enough. But Fletcher understood. His eyes flicked over to Patrick, his second-in-command, the brother he’d never had. He didn't know what he would do without him.

“There were others. Sam’s flatmates from uni were with us for a while. There was another boy too, Marcus, but we lost him to a rotter herd the first night we got here."

"Rotter?" Will asked.

"Zombies, the undead, whatever you call them," Ava said dismissively. "We used to call them crazies, before we realized that humanized them too much. Anyway, I'm getting side-tracked. We were a small group, but that suited us fine. We stayed on the road until we got here. We lived off the land, went hunting and foraging. It was tough, but it kept us busy! We took out as many of the rotters as we could, whenever we had the chance. Whether they were a danger to us or not. I think it was just a lot of pent up teenage angst, really. Being able to do what we wanted, and taking our anger out on the things that had destroyed our lives." Ava finished plaiting one braid, and began the other. "We're a good team. We all contribute, even the Fox.”

Ava smiled. "Of course, you haven't met him yet. He's the youngest in our group. A bit of a wild card. He's never told us how old he is, but Sam and I bet he's twelve. We don't even know his real name. You’ll meet him soon enough, when he’s finished hiding out in his little den in the woods.”

“What is he doing out there?”

Ava shrugged. “The same thing most of us are trying to do. Escaping, I guess.”

Fletcher was about to respond when the door to Ginge’s house swung open and Cassie stepped out into the yard. There was a worried crease between her eyebrows, and Fletcher noticed that her hand was shaking as she tucked a knife into the belt of her jeans. Everyone carried a weapon these days - anyone who didn’t wouldn’t survive to tell the tale - but seeing his sister do it was unfamiliar to Fletcher. She hadn’t changed all that much; Fletcher couldn’t even tell whether she had grown, so drastic was his own growth spurt. Fletcher felt as though he needed to pinch his arm to convince himself that she was there in the flesh and not a wistful figment of his imagination.

"What's going on?" Ava asked Cassie immediately.

"I'm not really sure myself," Cassie admitted with a sigh, running a hand through her hair. It was a habit both she and Fletcher were prone to, and the familiarity of it comforted Fletcher somewhat. "Rori's...not turned. Not yet, at least. But he…he’s not exactly himself either." Ava frowned. "Luke's going to fill us in later," Cassie explained. "Heidi and Eliza are staying with him…through whatever comes next. Patrick and Zoe, too. They’ve been so helpful…”

“Whatever comes next?” Ava repeated, as if it were a question.

“Whatever’s going on…he isn’t the same,” Cassie finally managed, as though she were struggling to find the words. “We haven’t seen anything like this before. Not with Warren, or with Marcus. The virus took them quickly, but Rori seems to be holding on or something. Maybe that means the virus is changing…” Cassie shrugged, her face a picture of confusion. “We don’t know. But Luke has Eliza on observation. He thinks every detail should be recorded. You know what he’s like.”

I don’t, Fletcher thought. He’d missed so much in the last few months. Cassie managed a watery smile as she turned to her brother.

“Sorry we haven’t exactly given you the best welcome,” Cassie said, her eyes drifting from Fletcher over to Will, and Charlie, who had curiously ventured out of the car. “Things aren’t usually so…chaotic.” Cassie grimaced. “That’s a lie. This place runs off chaos. Anyway, Cara’s just putting some food on for you in the kitchen…I thought you might be hungry?” Cassie’s voice was hopeful, her blue eyes wide and earnest. It wasn’t just an invite inside to eat lunch. It was an invite to reconnect.

Will and Charlie’s gazes snapped uncertainly to Fletcher, as though asking, is this safe? Can we trust them? Fletcher nodded his head in response to the unaired question. He still wasn’t quite used to his new position of group leader.

“Hungry doesn’t even come close to what I’m feeling right now,” Will said, pushing off the bonnet of the car with a wry smile at Cassie. He rubbed his stomach, which gurgled loudly. Fletcher waved the others over.

“Come on guys, let’s go inside!”

“Not you, Fletch,” Cassie said, putting a gentle hand on Fletcher’s arm as he made to follow his friends. Her eyes sparkled with tears. “I’m not letting you out of my sight for a long time, little brother.”

And Fletcher didn’t know what it was, whether it was her protectiveness, or her acceptance that Fletcher and his group came as a package deal, but he suddenly knew, then, that no matter what he had been through, what he had done to survive, he still had a home with his sister.

Because after all this time, they had found each other again.

And now it would be impossible to turn their backs on one another.

Fletcher bit into the apple that Cassie had given him as he followed his sister over the small bridge leading to the farm buildings. Fletcher had never been a big fan of fruit, but his taste buds tingled at the apple’s juicy, slightly sour flavor in his mouth. As they reached the cow sheds, they were greeted by a few disgruntled moos and the stench of manure.

“Ginge’s family only used to rear cattle,” Cassie explained to him. “They had some chickens too, but they were more family pets than livestock.” She raised a hand in greeting at a tall, ginger man who passed them, a shovel caked in cow dung slung over his broad shoulder.

Fletcher took in the place in awe. He knew it was no small feat keeping a farm running, especially if Ginge was the only one who knew anything about agriculture. A piggish snort met Fletcher’s ears, and he peered into the nearest pen to see a handful of large, pink piglets nuzzled together. He stopped, reaching a hand out through the metal bars. He smiled as one rather curious piglet pressed its wet snout into his palm, pink ears flopping into its face.

Cassie crouched down beside him. “We don’t really know your story, do we?” she said softly, more to the piglet than to Fletcher. She turned to her brother. “We found these piglets in the backyard of a house we raided for supplies. The owner had only just turned, by the looks of it. So we brought you home didn’t we?” Cassie cooed at the piglets. “Luke nearly had a fit when we brought them back. ‘You don’t know whether they could be infected!’” Cassie said in a surly voice, in what must be an impression of Luke. “But it cheered Ginge up.. It’s been good for her, to have more animals to care for. She doesn’t know much about rearing piglets, but we’re learning.” Cassie’s eyes dropped to the ground. “We lost a lot of cattle to the rotters. We were almost overrun by them; it’s a miracle that any survived, really. Ginge was devastated. And we have to slaughter some for meat which isn’t easy when you look after them day in day out.”

“I can imagine.” Fletcher thought back to every time they’d made progress, just to end up even further behind where they’d started in the first place. “It must be hard, keeping the farm running.”

Cassie nodded. “We all chip in, where we can. It’s easier now that Luke has a rota. Some people are best suited to other…strengths. But Ginge is adamant that we all know the basics at least - just in case. It’s her legacy, even now. And I know that she wants to keep it going for Hannah and Billy, too.”

Cassie straightened, and Fletcher followed his sister to the edge of the barns and then beyond to one of the many fields. “We lost a lot of crops during a horde, too,” Cassie continued, looking wistfully out across the barren field. “Some of the fields were so badly bogged down by rotter blood and gore that Ginge doesn’t want to risk planting anything for another year or two.”

Fletcher looked out across Ginge’s land. It was strange, hearing about all of the struggles Cassie and the rest of her friends had faced. Their experiences were so different to Fletcher’s. He also didn’t want to acknowledge how far in advance they were planning. He always held out hope that the apocalypse might suddenly end, and they’d get back to normal. Seeing his sister had restored that hope even more.

He sat cross-legged beside his sister on the damp grass, enjoying the smell of nature all around him. It was something Fletcher hadn’t realized he’d missed.

“So,” Cassie started, facing her brother. “Tell me everything. Tell me the good, the bad and even the ugly.”

“This could take some time,” Fletcher warned with a sigh.

“We have plenty of time,” Cassie assured him. “I’m all ears.”

Fletcher took the last bite of his apple, and threw the core into the bushes at the side of the field. Before he knew it, he found himself spilling everything to his sister; about meeting Patrick, Zoe and Charlie at the school; the fateful trip into the town, where they lost Nora; being rescued by Will, Hakim, Alby and Sadie, who were hiding in the outdoors store. He told Cassie about clearing out the hotel, and their trek to the manor house with Hunter to bring more survivors back to the town. Before he could convince himself out of it, Fletcher spilled everything that had happened between Alby and Steve, and how Hakim’s death had come about. He spoke about the fire in the hotel and their escape through the biters. His voice wobbled as he told Cassie how he was unable to save Alby from falling from the roof to his death below. The words came easier than Fletcher expected them to, and he felt lighter and lighter the more that he spoke. For her part, Cassie had always been a good listener. She made all the right responses at all the right times, and even reached out to take his hand comfortingly at one point, but she never interrupted him.

“Fletch,” Cassie said at last, when Fletcher had run out of words. She put her hand on his shoulder, giving it a comforting squeeze. “You’re a good person. Sometimes you forget it, and you doubt yourself…but you are a good person. And you can’t keep all this guilt to yourself that you couldn’t save Alby.”

“It isn’t that,” Fletcher admitted quietly. “I don’t feel guilty for not being able to save him…I feel guilty because I’m glad that I didn’t.”

“That doesn’t make you a bad person,” Cassie insisted. “He sounds like an absolute nightmare. I never used to wish people harm, but…” Cassie sighed. “The world is different now, I guess. You have to protect your own, whatever the cost.”

Fletcher hadn't realized that he was crying until a tear dripped down his nose and onto his hand. He sniffed and wiped the tears from his face as Cassie put an arm around her brother, hugging him. She patted his back comfortingly, and Fletcher finally let himself fall apart. He let himself cry, feeling the emotion drain out of himself. It gave him the kind of relief he didn’t know he had needed. When he had stopped, he wiped his eyes and pulled away from his sister.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“Don't worry. We all have times like that.”

“There is one thing I haven’t told you,” Fletcher said, with a sniff. “About Mum and Dad.”

Cassie stiffened beside him. Her eyes widened, as though daring to believe that more of her family were alive.

“I don’t know whether they’re alive,” Fletcher said quickly, not wanting to get her hopes up. “But when we went to town the first time, we checked out the town hall and…there was a note. For us.” Fletcher reached into his pocket for the scrap of paper he carried everywhere with him. He was surprised it had lasted that long. He unfolded it for Cassie to read. Her blue eyes scanned the words, and she turned it over to see whether anything was written on the back.

“I don’t understand,” she said, eyebrows creased. “Where’s the rest of the note?”

“I couldn’t find it,” Fletcher explained. “I’m sorry. But this means…they were alive, Cassie. At least for a while, back at the beginning. And when I was at home…my blanket was gone.” Fletcher had slept with that blanket every night until he left junior school, when it had been folded neatly and stored at the back of his closet. “And the photo albums…some of them were missing. Who would take those?”

“...if not Mum and Dad,” Cassie finished. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed.

Fletcher nodded. “Do you think they could be alive?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

“I left them a note by the kettle where we used to leave phone messages. Telling them we were together, and that we were at Ginge’s farm.” He swallowed. He hadn’t wanted to leave the house without leaving something behind for his parents, should they ever return. Cassie remained silent, her shoulders slumped. Fletcher wondered whether he had done the right thing sharing the note with Cassie.

“We should head back in,” Cassie said finally. “Get you some food.”

“Have you got anything other than apples?”

Cassie smiled, reaching out to ruffle his hair. “Don’t worry, you won’t be living on a diet of fruit.”

The two siblings got to their feet, shaking off the damp grass on their jeans before walking slowly toward the house. Each step felt lighter to Fletcher somehow, as though he had fallen back in step with his sister. He felt the first flickerings of hope in his chest; hope that he could stay at the farm with his sister. He prayed that his friends would want to stay, too. The farmhouse wasn’t huge, but Fletcher had spotted a barn that looked like it was in the middle of renovation. Maybe there would be space for them there after all…

Fletcher turned around suddenly, too lost in his own thoughts to realize that she wasn't walking alongside him. “Cassie...hello?”

“Something's wrong,” Cassie muttered, her voice low. She beckoned for Fletcher to follow her, putting a finger to her lips to warn him to keep quiet. As he did, Fletcher heard something. A high-pitched squealing sound coming from one of the barns. Silently, the siblings crept toward the barn, both with knives raised. They kept close to the wall of the barn, making themselves less vulnerable as they swung around the corner.

There was no one around.

The farm yard looked just as it had before. There was nothing to suggest any peculiar happenings.

But something did feel off to him too. Maybe it was the tormented squealing from the pigs' pen that made him uneasy, or Cassie’s nervous intuition, but something had caused the hairs on the back of his neck to stand up on end. He and Cassie inched closer to the pig pen, hardly daring to breathe.

When they saw what was inside the pig pen, Fletcher understood.

One of the pigs, the largest of the four, was lying still in the hay. The hay surrounding it was painted scarlet, matted around the body of the mutilated, immobile pig. The other pigs were clustered in the corner furthest from the body, squealing at one another.

“His head,” he breathed slowly. It had been separated from the pig’s body. He turned to Cassie, who looked both sickened and furious at the same time. He wasn’t sure just how many more surprises his sister would be able to handle in one day. “What would have done this?”

"Not what," Cassie muttered quietly, the hand holding her knife tightening. “But who.”


Chapter Six

In the bushes outside the barns, he waited.

With his breath baited and heart racing in his chest, he watched the two teenagers creep towards the barns, fear washing over their young faces as they realized that something was wrong. His fingers ran delicately over the sharp blade of the bloodied butchers' knife, the silver blade glinting as it caught the afternoon sun. His fingers came away red and he sucked away the blood, savoring it.

He stayed perfectly still in his hiding spot. Watching. Waiting. This was what he loved the most. The game, the chase. The fear, and the sense of dread. All of that wrapped up into one beautiful moment...he felt a smile spreading across his face.

The two youngsters approached the pig pen slowly. He licked his lips, holding back the giggle of amusement threatening to escape. In his excitement, his palms began to sweat, and he wiped them on his bloodied, stained apron. His red hands brushed the still-warm flesh of the pig's head that was cradled in his lap, and he stared down at the lifeless black eyes with joy.

Here, piggy, pig, pig.

Sickened by what they had seen, the teenagers hurried away in the direction of the house. Grinning from ear to ear, he stretched out the skin he had cut from the pig's head, the flesh warm, sticky and rubbery to the touch. He sighed with something that felt close to content. Closing his eyes, he breathed in deeply, listening to the birds chirping in the trees.

When he opened his eyes again, there was another figure moving close by, solitary, heading towards the barns. He frowned. Why was she alone? Was she stupid?

A grin spread across his face.

He had an idea.

But he would have to be careful.

And he would have to be quick.

He rose to his feet, his full height domineering as he strode toward her. He hadn’t intended to begin the slaughter yet - the timing wasn’t quite right to strike, and he wanted to instill more fear before he made his move - but the tempting offer of the girl all alone was too much to resist. The stunt with the pig would have been enough to unnerve the kids on the farm.

But killing one of their own would be even better.

This little piggy went to market...

But this little piggy should’ve stayed home.

Bidding farewell to Joe and Sam as they took over her watch, Ava sheathed her knife on her belt. Cassie and her brother barrelled past her in a hurry, but she didn’t question it. She was just keen to take a walk and stretch her legs.

She turned back to wave cheerily at Joe and Sam, watching as they settled into their camp chairs, but they were caught up in talking to one another and didn’t notice. She moved on, trying not to feel embarrassed that she’d been ignored. She knew that something had happened between the pair when they left the farm together; Ava just wasn’t sure what. Whatever it was, they’d come back stronger and closer than before. Ava knew Sam the best of anyone, but even she couldn’t figure out exactly what it was about Joe that drew Sam to him.

Whatever feeling it was, it seemed complicated to Ava, and she was upset that Sam didn’t feel like sharing it with her. The Fox secluding himself on his lonely little island only made her feel more secluded, despite what she’d told Fletcher earlier. In truth, she had started to feel quite lonely on the farm. Whilst they were now part of a wider collective, everyone had their own little groups. And rather than get stronger, Ava felt like her group had started to drift apart from one another.

Ava’s feet began to carry her towards the bridge to the farmyard. She decided she would go and pay The Fox a visit at his den. Perhaps she could talk to him and convince him to go back to the house with her. Others had tried and failed already, but she thought it had to be worth a shot.

Approaching the little bridge linking the yard and the barns, Ava froze. Something didn't feel quite right. She couldn't put her finger on it exactly, but she felt like she was being watched.

She could almost feel two eyes boring into her as she stood still, her eyes and ears alert.

Turning back to the house, Ava debated just leaving The Fox to his antics and returning inside to the warmth of the kitchen. Maybe she could grab a nap to stave off her bad mood before seeing if she could get the new group of teenagers to open up some more about themselves. But then she shook her head to herself. The Fox is probably out there, scared and alone and too proud to admit it. You need to bring him back. That's so much more pressing than taking a nap.

Sighing, Ava crossed the bridge. At the end of the bridge, she walked towards the barns, choosing to cut the yard rather than take the scenic route to The Fox's little hideout. It didn't take long to reach The Fox's den really, but Ava was anxious to get to him and inform him of the new arrivals at the farm. Plus, he didn’t know about the strange things that were happening to Rori. Maybe it would be interesting enough to coax him out.

Ava hoped that whatever was happening with Rori would sort itself out, either way. She had never been particularly close to him, but she knew how much he meant to the other residents of the farm. He was a ray of light for them all, and having him there made things so much easier for everyone. She didn't want to see someone like that be put through so much pain. It just didn't seem fair at all.

Nothing is fair these days, Ava reminded herself.

But she barely got to finish the thought as a butcher’s knife buried itself into her skull.

Cassie was so shaken by what she and Fletcher had just witnessed that she didn’t acknowledge Ava as she rushed past her. Cassie and Fletcher hurried into the house, not bothering to remove their muddy boots. A quick glance into the hallway revealed that Fletcher’s group had congregated in the lounge, and they looked as though they were making themselves at home on the squashy sofa and armchairs. Cassie would exchange pleasantries with the newcomers later. She pressed ahead to the kitchen, where she hoped to find Ginge.

The kitchen was quiet. Ginge and Eliza were sitting side by side at the kitchen table, hands cradling mugs of weak tea, apples untouched on the table in front of them. Eliza was biting the inside of her cheek anxiously, and her eyes were red from crying. Poppy and Cara were chattering quietly as they folded clean laundry and linen into piles on the sofa. Cassie wondered whether they were trying to act as though everything was normal for Hannah and Billy’s sakes, who were sitting on the floor, coloring. Poppy’s face brightened when she looked up from the laundry and saw Cassie, but Cassie couldn’t return the greeting. Nausea bubbled in her stomach, the mutilated body of the pig all too vivid in her mind.

“I'm just going to the bathroom,” Fletcher told Cassie quietly. The color had drained from his face, and he looked close to vomiting. A bead of sweat trickled down his face, and Cassie reached out to squeeze his arm in comfort.

“Are you...”

“I'll be okay,” Fletcher said, running a hand through his hair. “I think I just need some water…”

He hurried off in the direction of the bathroom as Cassie approached Ginge. She didn’t want to alarm everyone - not after what had just happened to Rori - but Ginge needed to know what had happened. Ginge raised her eyes as Cassie approached.

"What's happening?" she asked Ginge quietly, jerking her head towards the room Rori was being held. Ginge bit her lip.

"Heidi and Luke are still in there. There wasn't really any need for the rest of us, if I'm honest. Luke's taken over the notes from Eliza, I think, and Heidi's..."

"Just there for him," Cassie finished, understanding what Ginge meant. "So Rori's..."

"He's still here, for now," Ginge sighed. "I don't really know how much longer Luke wants to wait before..." Her voice trailed off. She frowned. “Are you okay? You seem worried.”

Cassie cast a glance in Poppy and Cara’s direction to make sure they weren’t eavesdropping on the conversation.

"Look, I hate to complicate things further, but we have a pretty serious issue in the barns."

Ginge looked up at Cassie, wide-eyed. Eliza frowned, leaning in to listen.

"It really can't wait," Cassie urged. She could feel herself on the edge of hysterics, an unfamiliar feeling for someone who liked to be in control. She felt her knees shaking, the full force of what they had just seen crashing over her. "There's something you need to see."

Ginge got to her feet, Eliza close to follow. Ignoring the confused looks from Poppy and Cara at their sudden exit, the three girls left the kitchen quietly. Fletcher came back from the toilet, his cheeks looking a little more flushed than before, and Cassie shot him a grim look as he grabbed his knife, clutching it tightly with white knuckles. She knew there was no chance he was letting her go back there without him.

The four teenagers left the house silently, nodding to Joe and Sam as Cassie and Fletcher led the way to the farm yard.

"What's going on?" Ginge asked when they were out of earshot of the two on watch. Cassie knew that anything to do with the livestock really worried her, especially after losing so much cattle. They were their most reliable source of food, after all.

"So, Fletcher and I were just heading back to the house," Cassie began, her heart beginning to race as they neared the little bridge. "We could hear the pigs squealing, really loudly."

"As if they were agitated," Fletcher added.

"So we approached the pen," Cassie continued. "I'm so sorry, Ginge, but one of the pigs has been killed."

"Killed? As in someone did it to them?" Eliza asked, frowning. "It didn't just…die?"

"You'll understand," Fletcher sighed, as they approached the pig pen. But as they turned the corner into the yard, they came across something much, much worse.

Sprawled on the ground with blood splattered all over her was Ava. She was recognizable only by her slim frame and the clothes she’d worn when she’d left the house only a few minutes earlier.

Because covering where her face had been was the missing severed face of the slaughtered pig.

Eliza turned away from the body and retched. Cassie stared at Ava’s body, her own stomach turning. Crude stitches had attached the pig’s features to Ava’s own, a monstrous melding of the two recently deceased. Cassie couldn’t see what had killed Ava, but her body was so still that she had no doubt she was already gone.

"She...she wasn't here before?" Ginge asked faintly.

"No," Cassie insisted unsteadily. "This...this must have happened in the time we were at the house."

"Does that…” Fletcher swallowed. “Does that mean that whoever did this is still here?"

The three of them whipped their heads around, searching for any movement, however small. They could hear the shuffle of cows meandering around their pens, and the faint squealing of the still distraught pigs. But nothing else. Eliza shuddered, sniffing as she wiped her sweating hands on her jeans.

“Who would do this? And why?” Ginge said, looking pale. Eliza swallowed.

"I think…" she said, "I think it's about time you found out what happened to us on Christmas Eve."


Chapter Seven

Three months earlier…

Eliza had to remind herself that it was Christmas Eve, not Halloween, when she woke up in the butcher’s room with her head pounding. She was tied to a chair, bound too tightly to move. She looked around herself, trying to figure out what was going on.

She immediately wished that she hadn't.

The white tiled walls of the room were splattered with blood, and there were endless pools of it staining the ground. Metal tables held assortments of discarded bones, most of which Eliza was sure were human. Meat hooks that had likely once held dead animals now had human bodies strung from them, their rotting flesh splayed open and organs harvested from now empty rib cages.

And then there were the rotters. Still moving, pulling against chains, their arms tied together above their heads as they hung, leering menacingly towards her. The thing that horrified Eliza the most, though, was their faces.

Covering each of the faces of the rotters was the face of a pig. The skin was sewn together haphazardly, the eye sockets empty, revealing the bloodshot eyes of the rotters beneath.

It was a slaughter room.

Dragging her eyes away from the carnage before her, Eliza swallowed. There wasn't much left in this world that unsettled her, but she knew when she closed her eyes that the image of those rotters hanging from their chains would be burned into her mind for the rest of her life.

She heard a door open behind her and heavy footsteps clomped into the room. Eliza’s heart lurched. Whoever had hit her over the head was back. And judging by what she’d seen, that couldn’t mean anything good.

She stared in horror as a lumbering figure appeared in front of her. He had a body slung over his meaty shoulder. Luke. The only thing that comforted her was that there was no sign of Joe.

Luke’s limp body was shoved into a chair opposite Eliza. She held her breath as though doing so might make her disappear from the man’s sight. She watched in horror as he began to peel off Luke’s shoe. He chuckled to himself as Luke seemed to come to, his eyes filling with terror.

“Good, you’re awake,” the man growled. He produced a huge butcher’s knife from his apron and held Luke’s ankle tight in his other hand. “Time to start carving.”

“No! Please!” Eliza cried.

The man stopped for a moment. Eliza could barely breathe. She knew bringing attention to herself was crazy, but she had to try and save her friend. Now, though, his attention was about to be on her.

When he turned, he too wore the face of a pig.

Eliza let out a breathless cry, strangled and caught in her throat. The man advanced on her and bent down until his pig face was level with her own. Staring into his deep, black eyes, his terrible breath wafting through the pig skin, Eliza knew that she had never known terror so deep and so real before.

“Hush, little piggy,” he growled. “I've made a mask for you too.”

Eliza sobbed as the Piggy Man disappeared from view for a moment. She could only see Luke and his horrified face, but reading his expression told her that she was in for something awful.

“What…what…” Eliza stammered, but she couldn’t take the sentence any further. When the Piggy Man returned to her, he was holding a new mask, eye holes cut out so that she would be able to still see everything. He leaned down to her level again.

And he draped the foul smelling pig skin over her face.

Now, she was just like him.

She tried to breathe normally, but the mask made it impossible, stale, coppery air filling her mouth and nose. She tried to make a noise of protest, but there was no one to hear her.

The Piggy Man returned to Luke, once again tugging his bare foot to his chest. The knife in his hand had never looked so sharp. The Piggy Man laughed gruffly.

“This little piggy went to market…”

Luke howled as the Piggy Man began to slice into his first toe, blood spurting out from the wound. His eyes met Eliza’s from across the room and she wiggled desperately in the chair, but she couldn’t get free.

The man chuckled as he discarded the severed toe on the bloodied floor. Luke’s head lolled to one side and a stream of vomit trickled from his lips.

“This little piggy stayed at home…”

As the second toe was severed, slower this time, Luke sobbed, his eyes screwed up in agony. Eliza’s eyes blurred with tears. She knew that worse would come the longer they stayed there, trapped in this man’s disgusting fever dream. She closed her eyes, but even when she did, she could hear Luke’s agonized cries. You’ll be next. You’ll be next…

The Piggy Man tilted his head back to look at Eliza again, the tip of his knife moving ever so slowly to point at her face. "And this little piggy," the man said in barely more than a whisper behind the pig mask. "Cried all the way home…"

“Not on my fucking watch.”

Eliza’s mouth fell open in shock as Joe leapt into the room, his machete raised as he ran for the Piggy Man. The man was so shocked by his arrival that he stumbled back a little, giving Joe a chance to grab a discarded leg bone from a worktop and whack the Piggy Man around the head with it. Like a cartoon, he batted the bone back and forth three times, the force of it turning the Piggy Man’s cheek each time. He stumbled again, dizzied by the impact. And then, after a few lumbering steps, he crashed to the ground in a giant heap.

“Fuck,” Eliza breathed. She’d never seen Joe do anything quite so impressive, but there wasn’t time to dwell on his life saving moves. Joe untied Luke with one slash of his machete, the rope around his chest coming undone. The cry of relief that Luke let out was almost feral. Joe rushed to help Eliza, pulling the horrible mask off her face too.

“I think he’s out cold,” Joe said through ragged breaths. “But he might not stay that way.”

“How did you find us?”

“He didn’t take you far. I had to hide or else I would’ve ended up here too.”

“I thought you might leave us for dead,” Luke rasped. Joe frowned.

“I would never do that to you. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Where exactly are we?” Eliza said, stumbling to her feet.

“It’s a part of the supermarket. The door leads out into the parking lot. Hurry!”

“My foot,” Luke groaned, “I can’t…”

Joe didn’t hesitate to scoop Luke up out of the chair, supporting most of his weight while Luke balanced on his good foot.

“Can you hobble?”

“I can try.”

“Then try.”

Luke nodded, gritting his teeth against the pain.

Then, they ran. Eliza didn’t dare look back, terrified that she would see the Piggy Man lumbering after her in a furious haze. Only when they’d made it back to the car did she learn to breathe again.

But some part of her knew it wouldn’t be the last time she’d see the Piggy Man.


Chapter Eight

Something was wrong.

Sam could feel it. She couldn't quite place her finger on it, but something felt wrong. She

shuddered in the cold breeze, zipping up her cargo jacket.

"Are you alright?" Joe asked. He was eyeing her up, sensitive to the shift in her mood. It still took Sam by surprise how easily he seemed to be able to tune into her.

"Something's wrong," Sam mumbled.

She squinted over in the direction of the barns. Where did Ava head off to? she wondered. And why had the others all suddenly headed out to the barns? Sam frowned.

"What do you mean, something’s wrong?" Joe's voice tore Sam from her thoughts. "What do you mean?" he repeated anxiously when she finally met his eyes.

"I don't know." She couldn't put into words how she was feeling. Sam got to her feet, a sudden, but indescribable feeling pulling her into motion. Grabbing her bow and arrow, she headed off in the direction of the barns.

She had to put her mind at rest.

"Sam, wait!" Joe called after her. She heard a low groan as he rose from his deckchair in her wake. She could hear the increasingly familiar sound of his footsteps as he jogged to catch up to her. "Where are you going?"

Sam ignored his question. "Stay on watch," she called back at him over her shoulder. Joe should know her well enough not to argue. They were close, after all. Despite the walls Sam put up around herself, Joe had somehow managed to break through to her. He would surely listen to her plea now.

Walking quickly, her eyes and ears alert for any noise or movement, Sam crossed the yard. She breathed in the cool air, hoping to quell the knot that had formed in her chest. In one hand, she held her bow, and the other rested by her belt where she kept her knives. Though Sam preferred to fight the rotters from a distance, sometimes there wasn't always the choice to do so. She had learned to be strict with herself in training for close combat. There was no way she was going to get caught off guard.

No matter what she faced.

Sam crossed the little bridge that separated the yard from the barns. Ahead of her, she could see the four others who had just headed over to the yard clustered together by one of the pens. Her heart sank when she saw Eliza bent double, vomiting on the ground.

It only strengthened the impending feeling that something was definitely very wrong.

"What's going on?" Sam called. Ginge's head whipped toward her at the sound. Pushing past Cassie, Ginge hurried over to Sam.

"Sam," Ginge said quickly, standing in front of her. Sam had the sudden suspicion that Ginge was trying to shield something from her view. "I'm so sorry, something terrible has happened." Ginge put a hand on Sam's shoulder gently, as she went to move past her. "Sam, I really don't think you want to see this-"

But Sam moved forward anyway, her heart pounding. She felt sick. She always did every time something bad happened. She hurried to where the rest of the group were huddled.

Sam screamed.

She fell to the ground beside Ava's mutilated body, her throat burning as she screamed with all the strength her lungs could muster. Her bow clattered to the floor beside her as hot tears coursed down her cheeks. Her screams died in her throat as Sam collapsed next to the body of her best friend.

Between the tears and the cries, Sam felt strong hands on her shoulders, pulling her up. Her fingers raked the ground as she clawed desperately to stay close to Ava. She didn't want to leave her. Sam felt strong arms around her, holding her back.

"She's gone," Joe's voice said softly in her ear. "She's gone, Sam. There's nothing you can do." Sam turned away from Ava's body and buried her head into Joe's shoulder, letting him cradle her in his arms as she wept. She could feel Joe's tears falling onto her head as she sobbed into his jacket.

"Ava," Sam mumbled, her voice choking up. It was all she could manage. She scrunched her eyes shut, hoping it would do something to help the searing pain in her chest. Ava…

Over Sam's head, Joe's eyes met Eliza's. He could see the fear in Eliza's blue eyes; eyes that were ringed red from the tears she'd cried. Eliza nodded at him, her face pale.

"It's time," she mouthed at him, and Joe felt his stomach sink. For three months, he had managed to push the awful events of what had happened to them that Christmas Eve from his mind. For a few nights after it had happened, he had awoken in the middle of the night, shaking and drenched in a cold sweat, his eyes streaming. From then, he had been able to convince himself that the man with the pig masks had all been a bad dream. A nightmare.

But it wasn't. Joe knew that. It was reality. As he held Sam close to him in his arms, Joe knew that it was time to talk about what had happened and the very real threat that the Piggy Man posed.

It was time to protect the people he cared about.

"Sam," Joe said gently, his hands stroking her hair as he swallowed nervously. "Sam, we need to get you inside. We need to get everybody inside. We can explain this; Eliza, Luke and I. I'm so sorry."

Ginge knocked loudly on the bedroom door with shaking fists. She tried to ease the tremor in her hands as she waited. After a few moments, the door swung open, and Luke popped his head out of it. He pushed his glasses up his nose, frowning at her.

"Yes?"

Ginge swallowed. She envied Luke and Heidi, and everyone else on the farm, for their temporary ignorance. What they were about to find out would change their lives forever.

"Luke...We need you and Heidi to come into the lounge now. It's very important."

Luke sighed, clearly unhappy with the intrusion. He gestured to Rori on the bed, sleeping with his hands still bound to the bedpost.

"We're a bit tied up with Rori right now," he said. "Pardon the pun."

"It's urgent," Ginge insisted, her voice firmer than she felt. Her bottom lip trembled, and she bit down on it hard to stop it.

Luke glanced over his shoulder at Rori. He looked still, but Ginge saw that his chest was slowly rising and falling. Thank God, Ginge thought to herself. With everything else that was happening around them, they couldn’t afford to lose Rori, too.

"Fine," Luke grumbled. Ginge was perhaps the only one Luke didn’t argue with. "We'll leave him, but only for half an hour at most. Understood?"

Ginge nodded. She led the way down the hall, hearing Luke and Heidi close behind her. The rest of the group on the farm were crowded into the lounge, squashed up close to one another on the few sofas and armchairs dotted around the room. There was nobody on watch, but for now, Ginge didn't think that mattered all that much. What mattered was that everyone was under one roof, where she could see them all. A few rotters ambling around had become the least of their worries.

Ginge waited until Cassie and Fletcher arrived back at the house, The Fox in tow. The young boy was sporting a grumpy scowl that was only partly hidden by his mop of dark messy hair. Like Luke, Ginge knew that The Fox didn't always take too well to strangers, and he cast nervous glances at the newcomers. Patrick, Zoe, Will, Charlie, Sadie and Freddie had congregated awkwardly in one corner, as though trying not to draw too much attention.

When everyone was in the room, Cassie pulled the door shut. Fletcher went to join his friends in the corner, settling down beside Will nervously. Fletcher had changed since Ginge had last seen him, but she could still see traces of the young boy he had been. Now, that innocence was gone forever. Because they weren’t just dealing with rotters anymore.

They were dealing with real monsters.

Ginge cleared her throat. She felt that if she didn’t start speaking now, she never would.

"First things first," she said. "How's Rori?"

"You could have asked me that when I was still in the room with him," Luke mumbled.

"He's unconscious," Heidi said, ignoring Luke as she addressed the room. "He's not himself, but he's not turned into rotter either. I suppose that’s a blessing, and better than we could’ve hoped for. He keeps breaking into burning fevers, but shivering. He cries out sometimes, as if he's in pain. But he's not really awake. He hasn't been for a few hours or so."

“It sounds like it’s for the best,” Ginge said. “We can keep an eye on him and pray that he comes through the other side. Then maybe Luke can theorize about what to do next. So that's one thing. We should also discuss the new group on the farm."

Ginge saw Fletcher blush as everyone turned in their direction. "Obviously, there's no question about whether or not they're welcome to stay, because they are,” Ginge said. She narrowed her eyes fiercely at Luke, who she knew would object. “But we have to be completely honest with you so that you know what you’re dealing with. Because while this place usually feels like a safe haven…things have changed a little.” She swallowed, gearing up to what she had to say next. "Cassie and Fletcher found one of the piglets in the pen dead. It didn't die of natural causes; it was decapitated."

As she said this, Ginge noticed that Luke's body froze. His eyes darted anxiously to Eliza, whose head was bowed. Was it Ginge’s imagination, or did they seem to be purposefully avoiding his gaze?

"When Cassie and Fletcher found the pig, its head was missing. They came back to tell me and Eliza about it, and we followed them back to the barns to investigate." Ginge swallowed nervously, her hands shaking. "We found Ava," she said quietly, looking down at her hands. "We found Ava's body. The pig’s head…it was sewn to her face.”

The silence that followed was the worst thing Ginge had ever heard. She saw the shock on Jam’s face as his expression crumbled. The Fox was trembling, a quiet whimper escaping his lips.

But Sam’s sullen silence was the worst thing to bear of it all.

"It's something we should have told you a long time ago," Eliza sighed. "It's time you all knew what happened to us that Christmas Eve."

Taking a deep breath, Eliza launched back into the story a second time. From arriving at the supermarket, to being overrun by rotters and escaping down the emergency stairwell. To the butchery they had found, and the slaughter room. Eliza didn't pause, clearly afraid that if she did, she would be too afraid to continue. She told them all everything that she could remember, Joe and Luke occasionally adding things she had missed. The true tale of Luke’s injury was revealed. When they finished their story, another kind of silence descended upon the group.

"Why didn't you tell us?" Jam asked at last, breaking the silence.

"Would you?" Joe asked him. "If that had happened to you, would you really want to relive it?"

Sam clenched her fists. "You should have told us.”

Joe swallowed. “I know. I’m sorry. I never thought he would find us. He was out cold when we left. I thought…I thought we’d made it.”

“That doesn’t cut it, Joe. Now this man is a danger to us all. He killed my best friend!”

"I know." Joe's head dropped. "I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

“It’s not enough,” Sam cried, standing up with tears in her eyes. “I can’t even look at you anymore.”

“Sam, wait…”

She stormed out of the room before Joe could stop her. He wavered for a moment, wanting to go after her, but Jam shook his head at him.

“She won’t want to see you right now,” he said quietly. Eliza sniffed, her eyes filled with tears.

“We didn’t want to scare you all…and living with the memories these last few months has been torture. We didn’t want to put that on any of you.”

“It’s done now,” Heidi said, putting a hand on her sister’s back. “You can’t change the past. We just need to focus on dealing with what’s happening now.”

“This never should have happened,” Jam said, the warmth sapped from his voice. Heidi scowled.

“Don’t come for my sister. She didn’t mean any harm. Neither did Joe and Luke. They clearly went through something traumatic back then. They weren’t thinking straight and they’re sorry for it now.”

“Sam’s right to be angry. And sorry doesn’t bring back Ava,” Jam pushed.

“Neither does being angry,” Ginge said softly. “Neither of you is wrong. This was an issue that affected the whole group. But Luke and Joe and Eliza didn’t kill Ava. The only person to blame is the sicko who stabbed our friend through the skull and then sewed a pig’s face to hers. So let’s put our squabble aside for now and ask the real question. How do we stop the Piggy Man?"

The room was silent for a long moment. Then Eliza stood up shakily.

"We kill him," she said.

Heidi sat down next to Rori. The rest of the group were still gathered in the lounge, discussing the finer details of how to catch the Piggy Man. Heidi had excused herself from the room, anxious to get back to Rori. She had been nervous about coming back into the room; afraid that he might have turned whilst she had been away. Afraid that she would come back to find her best friend replaced by a monster.

But she hadn't. Rori wasn't any different to how he had been when her and Luke had left him a short while ago.

Heidi closed her eyes. Her head was buzzing. So much had happened that day, it was hard to process everything. Had it really only been that very morning that Heidi had set out for home? Guilt weighed heavy on her heart as she watched Rori’s eyelids flutter, never quite opening. She felt responsible for what had happened; if they had stayed on the farm, would Rori have been bitten? Heidi knew that Rori was only in the wrong place at the wrong time because of her. And she would never forgive herself for that.

But today wasn’t just about Rori. They had lost Ava too, and whilst Heidi hadn’t been particularly close with her, it didn’t feel fair. After throwing a murderous pig man into the mix, Heidi felt as though her head were about to explode. It was all too much.

Reaching out a hand, Heidi laced her fingers through Rori's, holding him tightly. She needed him now more than ever. His hand felt cool to the touch; much cooler than it had been when the fever had kicked in. Heidi traced her thumb softly over his hand, wanting more than anything in the world to be sat up in the attic playing cards with Cassie and Rori, arguing with them over whose turn it was to play while they poked fun at one another and screwed each other over. She would give anything to be able to do that now. She longed for the only worry on her mind to be of rotters and night shift watches and excuses she could use to avoid cooking duty. That had become her version of ordinary in the last six months.

But none of it worked without him.

"Come back to me, Rori," Heidi whispered, the words slipping out before she could stop them. "Come back to us. Please."

She felt her eyes prickle, but they were already red raw from crying. She didn’t know whether she had any tears left.

Lost in her thoughts, Heidi jumped when she felt Rori's hand tighten around her own. With her heart pounding, Heidi shuffled closer to Rori. He began to stir feebly.

"Rori?" Heidi whispered, clutching his hand tightly. "Rori, are you okay?"

Rori spluttered, breath rattling in his chest as he coughed. His body shaking, Heidi cupped his cheeks in her hands, brushing the hair off his forehead.

"Rori?" Heidi whispered, their faces inches apart. “I’m here, Rori.”

Finally, after what felt like an age, Rori opened his eyes. And then he smiled softly.

“It’s good to see your face,” he whispered.


Chapter Nine

Luke was feeling irritable. More than usual. His head was buzzing as everyone around him continued to argue about the Piggy Man, his mind drifting from one problem to another. He wanted to be at Rori’s side, not to comfort him, but to see if he could pull him through. He hated to admit it, but Rori would be a significant loss to him on the farm, and he desperately wanted to believe he could be saved. But with that in mind, he needed things that he didn’t have. He needed equipment to try and understand what it was that they were contending with.

But his grand plans were suddenly being sidelined by the murder on their doorstep. While Luke was worried and knew that it was going to be an issue, he was also keen to study Rori in any way he could. His penchant for the sciences might finally come in handy. If he could take a crack at understanding the virus, then maybe he could save lives down the line. Not just on the farm, but beyond, too. It was something to aim for. Something to truly live for.

It would give them hope.

But morale was at an all time low. The group was arguing for and against hunting down and killing the Piggy Man.

“We’re not like him. Killing isn’t what we do,” Poppy murmured. “And he’s dangerous. More of us could get hurt.”

“We can't let him live if he's going to pick us off, one by one. He knows where we are, and he obviously wants revenge for what we denied him on Christmas Eve,” Joe whispered. “For whatever deranged reason, he wants us all dead, not just the three of us. Killing him is the only way to stop him."

"But how do we do that?" Fletcher asked. The rest of his group had remained silent throughout the meeting, clearly horrified by the events they had found themselves wrapped up in. Luke was sure they’d all seen horrendous things today, but Ava’s death had really taken things up a notch.

"There's only one way," Eliza said, wrapping her arms around herself. "We have to go back to where it started. We have to find him in his lair."

"We don't even know whether he'll still be there," Cassie reasoned. "If it was me, I wouldn't stay in the same place. I'd move around."

"He could still even be on the farm," Charlie spoke up quietly. "All I'm saying is that if he wants to hunt us all down one by one then he’s got to be around here somewhere. He can keep an eye on all of us here. Maybe he's been hiding out here for days. I don't want to shock you all, but we've had enough experience to last a lifetime with a sociopath, and I'm pretty sure that's what this Piggy Man is. I don’t think he’s gone."

The thought made Luke’s blood turn ice cold. The stumps of his toes throbbed, his body reliving the memory of his trauma.

"If he's still on the farm, then we should send out a search party across the grounds,” Fletcher said. His friends nodded their agreement. “We can help. We want to contribute here.”

“Before we get ahead of ourselves, there’s another matter at hand,” Luke butted in. “I need some medical supplies. For Rori."

Ginge sighed. Luke saw her pinch the bridge of her nose in distress. She looked at her wit’s end. Everything was happening on her doorstep. And while Luke knew what a weight that was to burden, he knew that Rori needed help. “What about a run to the pharmacy?” She suggested.

Patrick shook his head. “He needs things we can’t get at a pharmacy. I'm talking heart rate monitors, drips, and syringes. And pain relief. Morphine would be best. His pain is significant, and I’m concerned about him having a heart attack from all of the changes his body is going through. Even if he pulls through, he’ll need to be kept an eye on. I think if we can get him those things, we can keep an eye on him better and increase the chances of him surviving.”

Luke was glad that Patrick had spoken up. It made more sense to get those things for Rori’s health, not so that Luke could conduct his research. It made Luke seem less self-involved to agree with the new guy.

“Yes, exactly. We need to get them from a hospital.”

"We've been avoiding going to the hospital for a reason," Eliza pointed out. “We’ve always said that they’re likely to be overrun, given the amount of sick people there when everything went down.”

“The place will be crawling with the dead,” Joe agreed. “Any of them could’ve had the virus and turned the entire place into some kind of rotter sanctuary.”

Luke shrugged. "I think this is reason enough to risk a trip there," he argued. “We don’t know what to expect with Rori; this has never happened before. We need to be prepared, and we need to get anything that might help him survive.”

Ginge folded her arms. “Does your desperation to make this happen have anything to do with the fact that if Rori dies, you can’t complete your research?”

“It’s not relevant why I’m invested. But I do think the idea of my research has important implications. So if you want to believe that’s why I’m pushing this then fine. But either way, Rori is more likely to survive if he gets the best care. Patrick said it himself.”

“Hospitals are big places,” Eliza retorted. Luke could see that she was anxious. “We wouldn’t know where to start.”

“But we would,” Zoe said, stepping forward. “Patrick and I were nurses before all of this started. We can do this. To contribute.”

“How do we know we can trust you to get it done?” Luke asked.

“Luke!” Ginge scolded.

“It’s true.” Luke shrugged. “Rori’s life could depend on those supplies. How do we know he’s going to come back?”

“We would never leave here without our entire group,” Patrick said. “Besides…Zoe will stay here.”

“What? No I won’t!” she said indignantly. Patrick raised an eyebrow at her.

“Someone needs to keep an eye on Rori, and you have a better bedside manner, don’t you think? Besides, like I said. We’re going to get those supplies and get back here. We can make it there and back today and save Rori’s life. Bish, bash, bosh.”

“Hm.” Luke tapped his foot as he weighed up the options. He didn’t want to owe anything to Patrick. They were already in his debt for his help with Rori, and this would take things up a notch. Then there was no chance that they could turn them away from the farm. He didn’t like the idea of them taking in more strays than they could handle, but the idea of having two nurses on the farm wasn’t so bad.

“I’ll go with him,” Fletcher added. Luke saw Cassie stiffen at this offer, as though she were about to object. But Fletcher caught her eye, jutting his chin up slightly. “Patrick and I stick together for stuff like this. I should be there. I’ll be fine.”

“Well, I might as well go too,” Will said with a wry smile. “I can’t let you two take all the glory without me, can I? And I can offer muscle for carrying any heavy machinery. More than the two of you can, at least.”

Luke felt their expectant gazes on him, waiting for his approval. It wasn’t as though they couldn’t spare the people from the farm. They currently had more people there than they knew what to do with. Plus, Patrick would know what was needed, and Luke preferred the idea of sending away this stranger than one of his own group. Luke sighed.

“Fine! Fine, they can go.”

“A thank you would be nice,” Ginge added sternly.

“Right.” Luke turned to Patrick. “Thank you.”

“We’ll go now. No sense in waiting,” Patrick said, kissing Zoe on the cheek. “We will be as quick as we can.”

“In the meantime, the rest of us can plan how to combat the Piggy Man,” Ginge said. “We’re going to need all hands on deck for this one.”

“Then let’s hope we can get Rori back on his feet as soon as possible,” Luke said. “We don’t want to take any risks. We’ll need our full force to take this guy down.”

“There’s, like, twenty of us,” Cara pointed out. “Surely we can handle him? How bad can one person be?”

“Bad,” Luke said. “Very bad indeed.”

"Heidi?" Rori mumbled, opening his eyes slowly. It felt like someone had glued them shut.

"Yeah, it's me," Heidi whispered, shuffling closer to him. "I'm here."

"What..." Rori coughed again, his voice hoarse. He tried to move, wincing as pain shot through his entire body. "Heidi, what's happening to me?"

"I don't know, Rori," Heidi told him truthfully. "I don't know. But we are going to find out, I promise. The important thing is you’re still here."

Rori shuddered, grimacing as the pain flowed through his limbs. Every tiny movement fried his nerves so he tried to stay as still as possible. When he closed his eyes, all he could see was red.

"Hold on Rori," Heidi told him. "We'll figure this out."

"It's not you, it's me," Rori said, smiling at his weak attempt at humor.

Heidi chuckled, stifling a sob. "That's right, dumbass," she teased. She felt his grip on her hand loosen, and knew that he was slipping from consciousness again. As Rori's body slumped, limp, against the wall, the door swung open, and Luke and Zoe hurried in.

"How is he?" Luke asked immediately as Heidi turned to them.

"Much the same," she said. "But he woke up for a little while. That’s got to be a good sign, right? He seems to be in a lot of pain, though."

Luke nodded. "Some of the newbies have gone to the hospital," he told her. "They're getting us some supplies and equipment we'll need, morphine amongst them. We can get some fluids into him and ease the pain too. That’s maybe the best we can do until he’s better.."

"Has he eaten anything?" Zoe asked anxiously, peering at the sprawled body of the unconscious boy. "Or drank anything?"

"He hasn't been conscious long enough for us to feed him," Luke told her. “But it’s not been long enough to worry about that, right?”

“He’ll be burning through calories like crazy with everything his body is trying to keep up with,” Zoe said, worrying at her lip. “But I’m definitely more concerned about keeping him hydrated. For now, we can try to keep his mouth from drying out with some drops of water on a flannel. If he’s not awake I can’t really force him to drink, and anything drastic might be too much for him anyway.”

Luke nodded. "Have you or your group ever seen anything like this before? Did anyone you knew survive the virus for this long?"

Zoe shook her head. "I didn't think it was possible," she said truthfully. "They usually have an hour or two at most. No longer than that."

“That makes Rori a medical marvel," Luke said. “We can’t let him die. He could be important. For science.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you said that. I was thinking about pulling the metaphorical plug any moment,” Heidi said, rolling her eyes. “I can’t think of any other reason we might want him to pull through. Thank God for science.”

“I see you’re back to your usual sarcastic self,” Luke said through pursed lips. “That’s a good sign.”

“How’d you figure that?” Heidi snapped.

Luke smiled slightly. “It means you haven’t given up. You think he’s going to make it.”


Chapter Ten

The first thing that Fletcher saw when they arrived at the hospital was the bodies.

A wall of them, piled high in the hospital parking lot, wrapped in bloodied white sheets and packed side by side. Someone had taken the trouble to prepare them for something - burial or burning, perhaps - but from the looks of things, no one had got around to disposing of the endless bodies fully.

Squinting at the grotesque wall, Fletcher saw with sickening sadness that there were smaller bundles nearer the front. Tiny parcels wrapped in blankets no bigger than pillow cases. His knuckles turned white as he clenched his hands in his lap.

Patrick brought the car to a slower crawl. A sad silence had fallen over the boys out of respect for the dead. But they all knew that if they didn’t make a move soon, someone else - one of their own - might be joining the pile.

"This must have been where everyone came," Fletcher said, breaking the silence as Patrick killed the engine. "The day that the virus hit.”

“It would have been days before that, maybe even weeks,” Patrick added quietly. “There would have been a few isolated cases before it infected the entire population. That’s how viruses spread, at least."

"There must have been some survivors here, though," Will pointed out. "People who didn’t get infected. Those bodies couldn't wrap themselves...there must have been people who survived that dealt with all of those bodies. But I suspect even they will be long gone now," Will sighed. "That’s not a sight you’d want to stick around for, is it?”

Fletcher felt tears well in his eyes. All this time, he had been so focused on himself, his group, his people and finding Cassie and his parents one day. He had been so focused on keeping the people he cared about alive that he hadn't really thought too much about what had happened to everybody else. All the other ordinary people who had their lives turned upside down just like he did. The day the virus hit was the last day they would wave their children goodbye, kiss their partners and be told that they were loved. Doctors and nurses went into work that morning, oblivious to the horror that would unfold and how powerless they would feel not being able to stop the virus taking hold.

He heard Will and Patrick get out of the car, but he didn’t follow them. He was staring straight ahead at the impenetrable wall of the dead, suddenly overwhelmed by the reality of what had happened to their population. He felt sick to his stomach as his eyes lingered on the bloodied sheets.

"Fletcher?" Patrick asked gently. He opened the passenger door and peered at his friend with concern. "You okay, man?"

"We should burn them," Fletcher mumbled quietly. His eyes focused on Patrick's face. "We should burn the bodies. I wouldn't want my body left here, squashed in between countless others, left to rot."

"We can't do that," Patrick sighed, his shoulders drooping. "It's too risky. The smoke and flame will attract any nearby rotters, not to mention that Piggy Man nutcase. We have a job to do here, for the living. We can’t help the dead now. Let's not make this any harder than it already is."

Fletcher nodded. It would be foolish to burn them all, he knew. But the thought of leaving all those nameless bodies to rot in their soiled sheets sent shivers up his spine. Taking a deep breath to quash the sickness in his stomach, he got out of the car, trying not to gag from the stench of the dead bodies. He grabbed the rounders bat that Ginge had dug out from the garden shed. In truth, his hands still missed the feel of his lost javelin.

"Let's hope that whoever did this managed to get all the rotters that were inside," Will said, trying to spark some optimism as the three boys dragged their feet across the car park to the hospital building.

"Unless they turned," Fletcher pointed out, regretting it as soon as he said it.

Though he had spent the entire car journey memorizing every item on the list, Fletcher unfolded the page of items Luke had given him. Luke didn’t strike Fletcher as someone he wanted to cross. He cleared his throat.

"Heart rate monitor, drip, morphine, syringes," he reminded them all.

"We should stock up on some painkillers too,” Patrick added. Fletcher nodded.

"After you, doc," Will said, motioning for Patrick to lead the way.

They approached the revolving doors of the hospital entrance cautiously. Fletcher’s ears and eyes were immediately tuned to any sudden sounds or movements. After a few days of peaceful bliss and security back in his family home, he had to remind himself to stay alert.

Patrick pushed through the revolving doors first, and they squeaked in protest from lack of use. Fletcher saw Patrick wince as he pressed forward, clutching his knife tightly. Fletcher followed his friend, emerging into a large, heavily sign-posted lobby. Fluorescent strip-lights flickered overhead, sending shadows darting around the abandoned waiting room. Stacks of magazines were fanned across the floor and chairs, scattered in a hurry. Dried blood crusted the plastic waiting room chairs, dark smears of it spread over the linoleum floor. Corridors branched off from the main lobby like a spider’s web, their lights occasionally flickering before sending entire corridors plunging into darkness.

“The backup generators must be still working,” Patrick whispered. “Maybe someone is trying to keep this place going.”

“I kinda hope not,” Will admitted. “People won’t take too kindly to us showing up and stealing a bunch of stuff.”

Patrick approached the main desk, consulting the long list of departments that was plastered on the wall behind the desk. Satisfied, he returned to the boys and announced, “ICU.”

“I see you too, dude,” Will replied with uncertainty.

“No - we’re going to the ICU,” Patrick repeated. Fletcher and Will looked back at him blankly, none the wiser. “The Intensive Care Unit?” Patrick tried again. Fletcher shrugged and Patrick sighed.

“You guys would be lost without me, I tell you,” he grumbled, stalking away in the direction of the appropriate department. Sharing an amused glance behind his back, Fletcher and Will followed Patrick down the dark corridor and into the depths of the hospital.

"Hey, it's Gus isn't it?"

Gus jumped. He’d been so absorbed with digging the new trench in the garden that he hadn’t heard anyone approaching. He glanced up to see one of the new boys standing over him, peering down into the trench. Gus didn’t know his name, but he didn’t miss the fact that he was handsome. The true definition of tall, dark and handsome, in fact, with his dark skin, buzzed hair and deep, thoughtful eyes. In other words, the boy was a total distraction.

“Yeah, that’s me,” Gus muttered, returning to his work. He was using a proper shovel now, but when he’d started on the trench, he’d dug with his bare hands. Gus had dug and dug and dug until his nails bled, fuelled by rage. It was a task they’d all been meaning to get to for weeks, expanding the waterless moat that ringed their home, but it was only now that he turned his mind to it, needing something to do with his misplaced anger.

He couldn’t understand his own misfortune. Why had Rori been spared from the virus, but not Quinn? He’d have traded Rori for Quinn in a heartbeat. The horrible thought made him feel sick with guilt. He liked Rori. Rori always checked on him in small ways that didn’t make Gus feel fragile. Gus was glad that Rori hadn’t turned yet, of course he was. But it still felt unfair.

Nothing was fair.

Instead of burdening anyone with his dark thoughts, Gus had thought it best to stay out of everyone’s way. And yet now this boy had sought him out in his darkest moment, smiling at him with warmth that felt naive in their current predicament.

“I’m Charlie,” the boy said. Still, Gus stayed quiet. The Gus who liked small talk, who was interested in people, was long gone. He hoped that this handsome distraction would soon go away and leave him to his thoughts.

But Charlie seemed to have other ideas. He dropped down into the trench beside Gus.

“I’ve come to help. The old muscles could do with a workout,” he continued, apparently undeterred by Gus’ frosty attitude. “I’ll take your lead…I don’t want to get in the way.”

But Charlie already was in the way. Though Gus’ hands ached, he hadn’t cleared much space in the trench. With Charlie in it, the two boys were almost touching.

Gus turned his back on Charlie, thrusting his shovel into the damp earth. Behind him, he heard Charlie do the same. Their elbows brushed as they maneuvered the dirt. Gus shivered, though he didn’t feel cold. He turned to dump the soil, and collided with Charlie’s chest.

As he stumbled, Charlie’s arm snaked around Gus’ torso, steadying him from falling. Gus felt his face flush.

“Careful,” Charlie said quietly, his voice a deep murmur near Gus’ ear. Gus swallowed, the hairs on the back of his neck raised. His heart raced, but Gus wasn’t quite sure why. As he regained his footing, Charlie released him gently, and the pair returned to shoveling as if nothing had happened.

“You’ve lost someone, haven’t you?” Charlie asked. Gus froze. He could hear Charlie behind him, the sound of the shovel scraping as it hit the packed dirt. “I can see it in the way you move. Like living through it is the hardest thing in the world to do. You look like a man who’s given up, Gus. There’s only one reason for that look.”

"Yeah?" Gus challenged. Anger suddenly prickled under his skin as he stabbed his shovel into the ground. Who did Charlie think he was? "What do you know about it?"

“So you do talk.” Gus could almost hear the smile in Charlie’s voice. Gus chose to ignore him again, biting down on his anger. But after a moment, Charlie continued.

“I lost someone too. I lost my girlfriend…my best friend, right at the start of all this. I held her as she died.”

Gus stopped where he was, guilt searing through him again. Though his back was turned to Charlie, he could feel the pain radiating from him. It was as heavy as the shovel in his hands and the silence that surrounded them.

“I’m sorry,” Gus said eventually. “That sounds hard.”

“It was,” Charlie said, his voice barely a whisper. “I don’t talk about it much. It chokes me up.”

Gus leaned on his shovel, bowing his head. “I know that feeling.”

“Guys don’t really learn to talk about it so much, huh? We’ve all lost people…some more than others. But the women I know? They seem to…process it better. Do you know what I mean?”

Gus’ first instinct was to think of Ginge. She’d held them all together in the weeks and months since Warren’s death. She’d killed her own parents to save her family. And yeah, she had cried and raged and cursed at the sky. But she’d also made her peace. Even months after Quinn’s death, Gus still couldn’t figure out how to bear the weight of it all.

“I know what you mean,” he said eventually. He finally turned to face Charlie, to really study him. He wasn’t what he had expected just by looking at him. He’d seemed like the sort of guy who would be popular at school, a hit with the girls, all smiles and muscle with no substance.

But Gus sucked at reading people on his first try. He thought maybe he’d read Charlie wrong this time.

"I'm so sorry," Gus said at last. "I can't imagine how hard things have been for you."

“There was other stuff too,” Charlie continued. “A guy saved my life a few months back…I was with him while he got torn apart by biters. And the guilt I felt for surviving in his place was just…unbearable. I guess I took one look at you earlier today and I just knew you were going through something. I saw myself in you. I wanted to reach out. Make sure you know you’re not alone.”

Gus swallowed. He felt alone. He had Tomas, of course, but their friendship was no substitute for what he and Quinn had shared. And the people at the farm were nice - Heidi and Rori often kept him company, including him where they could. But the others kept their distance. After all, he hadn’t opened the door for any of them, so they’d kept their distance, just like he planned.

But now, Charlie had managed to set the door ajar. Gus took a deep breath, resisting his instinct to shut him out.

“Thanks,” Gus managed eventually. “That’s…really nice.”

“I would say that it gets easier, but the truth is that it doesn't. You just learn to cope with it, and that's all there is."

When Charlie didn’t say anything further, Gus turned around and continued digging, wanting to keep his body active. He found that when he pushed his body to its limit, sleep came easier to him in the long nights. That’s what he’d been seeking out when he came to the trench. But now he paused. He found that he wanted to open up to Charlie. With his back turned to him, it was almost like a church confessional - he could speak his mind without feeling judged. He took a deep breath.

"Quinn," Gus whispered.

“Hmm?”

“The one I lost. His name was Quinn."

Gus heard Charlie stop digging. "What happened?"

"There were three of us; me, Quinn and Tomas. You might have met Tom.”

“The cute Spanish kid? Yeah, we chatted a little.”

“He was an exchange student. Got stuck over here when everything went down. But the three of us stuck together. We figured we would be okay. We were more like a family than anything else; we were always there for one another. So when the virus spread and we had nowhere to go, it was a no-brainer to lean on one another." Gus sighed. The pain of losing Quinn was still raw. But he was ready to rip open the wound wider if it meant someday it would heal.

"Quinn was different, though. From Tomas, I mean. He meant…something more to me. I think I knew that our friendship seemed to have another dimension, but we never got around to exploring it. I don’t know if maybe he needed me more than I needed him…I was all he had in this world, right up until the end. But I know I’d never felt anything so strong. I didn’t know how love felt…until I lost it. And I never…I never told him."

“Man…that’s really rough. You’ve really been through it.”

“He was tortured,” Gus continued, a tear falling down his cheek. “Some guy we stayed with for a while…he made his last days on this earth hell. And he’s still alive, as far as I know. Walking free. He sent Quinn to us already turned. I had to end it myself.”

“That’s terrible, Gus. Really terrible.”

“I don’t…I don’t know how to carry all of this. Or let go of it. I’m not sure which I’m supposed to do.”

"You can’t let go of a love like that so easily. Quinn changed you," Charlie said. "Nora changed me too, while she was alive, but also when she died. If there's something I've learned in all of this, it's that love leaves its mark on us. I think the best gift we can give to those we've lost is to remember them in everything we do, and every way they've changed us. And if it hurts, let it hurt. You’re going to feel it either way. You might as well get familiar with it until you learn how to shift it."

Gus turned to Charlie once more, tears streaming from his eyes as he realized that Charlie had just put perfectly into words the entire spectrum of emotions he had felt since seeing Quinn dead.

Charlie reached out and squeezed his shoulder consolingly. "Don't seclude yourself," Charlie told him. "From Tomas, in particular. He lost Quinn as well. This seems like something you should be helping each other through. I pushed everyone away when I lost Nora, and it didn't help. I only healed a little with the help of my friends." Charlie paused and offered Gus a warm smile. “I could be your friend.”

Gus looked up at Charlie, his mismatched eyes meeting Charlie's dark ones. I don’t want a friend, he thought. Opening up had left him feeling vulnerable, raw, reckless. But it had opened up an entirely new can of worms too. He had so many regrets about all the things he never got to do with Quinn, and suddenly that pent up energy and his aggressive teenage hormones made an appearance. Charlie really was a handsome boy. His grip on him was firm, but gentle, and somehow it was the sexiest thing Gus could imagine.

It felt good to be standing so close to someone. And for the first time in a long while, he’d made room for new emotions. His eyes drifted to Charlie’s lips. He’d never kissed anyone before. But now he wanted to, and before he could tell himself it was a terrible idea, his hands grabbed Charlie’s shoulders to pull him closer.

Their lips collided. For a moment, there was heat, bodies like stone pressed to one another, hands fumbling for grip in places unexplored. Then it was over and Charlie was blinking in shock, like a man who had just been hit over the head with a rock.

"Whoa," Charlie breathed, his breath tickling Gus' lips as he spoke. "What-”

But Gus didn’t want to think too hard. He didn’t want to answer the questions on Charlie’s lips. He asked permission with a gaze into Charlie’s eyes, and he accepted with another kiss.

Heat rushed through Gus. His hands traced their way up Charlie's neck to the back of his head, locking him in. Gus felt something squirm in his stomach for the first time as his tongue met Charlie's. They kissed desperately, their bodies close, needing to feel the kind of connection to another person that neither of them had felt in so long. When their lips finally parted, Gus felt an urge to smile. Charlie was breathless, his fingers locked into Gus’ belt loops, holding his body up against his.

“Are you sure?” Charlie murmured against Gus’ lips. “We were having a kind of a serious conversation there. Are you feeling up for this?”

“We don’t need to get married,” Gus said gruffly. “I just want…I want to feel something good.”

Charlie smiled against Gus’ lips. “I can help with that.”

Charlie pushed Gus up against the wall of the trench, a quiet moan escaping both their lips. They laughed a little shakily, but they were soon kissing again, wrapped up in one another. They were both covered in dirt from the trench and sweat rolled down the back of Gus’ neck, but Charlie didn’t seem to mind, and neither did he.

For a while, everything was good.

Luke tapped his pen against the whiteboard. Zoe had found it in Hannah's bedroom, and it now stood pride of place in the room Luke now referred to as the ‘infirmary’. In a smooth move, he wiped off all the silly doodles Billy had drawn on it. With Rori still lying unconscious, Luke began a mind map. He wanted to know how the virus spread, or at least theorize. Only then could he begin his research. His brain was whirring, hungry to solve the new problem they’d encountered.

"So," Luke turned to Zoe. She was certainly proving herself useful so far. And it would be good for Luke to bounce ideas off somebody who wasn’t an emotional wreck like Heidi. "We should have done this ages ago. Let’s start with what we know about the virus.

"It spreads through bites," Zoe volunteered. "Or maybe just saliva? We can’t be sure. That would probably make more sense, though. It might also pass through scratches.”

Luke scribbled the word saliva down on the whiteboard, putting a question mark next to the word. God it feels good to make a mindmap, he thought. 

"So there’s the basics," he mumbled thoughtfully. "So it could be right to assume that the virus spreads through contact with broken skin. Either the teeth or nails have to tear through flesh for the virus to be transmitted to another person.”

"Amputation doesn't work," Heidi piped up from her spot beside Rori. "Or, at least, we haven't managed to amputate the infected part of the body quickly enough to beat the spread of the virus."

Luke added this to his mind-map. Was there a chance that they could have saved Marcus if only they’d been quicker?

"Did your group ever try amputation?" he asked Zoe, wanting a second opinion. Zoe shook her head.

“We were never in a position to try it,” she added with a shrug.

"This virus must spread through the body fairly quickly," Luke voiced aloud, tapping the whiteboard marker against his jaw thoughtfully. "Or amputation just doesn’t work, full stop." He began pacing back and forth, talking out loud to himself. "The virus spreads quickly, but the time that it takes for the symptoms to develop differs between different people."

“It likely depends on a few factors. Like how healthy the person is, and how quickly their blood pumps around their system…those with a higher heart rate might die quicker, based on that theory.”

"Blood," Luke repeated slowly. "The virus has to be transmitted through the bloodstream. The skin must be broken to have any chance of infection. The second a bite draws blood, it’s in there. So in theory, if the bite doesn’t draw blood, it won’t infect the victim.”

“Another thing,” Zoe piped up. “People all have different blood groups, which would be why the symptoms take longer to develop in different people. Blood flows all throughout the body, and it takes about a minute to do so. That would explain why we can't amputate; because within a minute, the infected blood would have completed an entire circuit within the body."

Luke snapped his fingers with a grin. “Yes. That makes sense.”

"Well done. Seriously. But what does this mean for Rori?" Heidi pressed anxiously.

Luke's smile faltered. "It means that when he comes around, we need to know what blood group he is," Luke said. "Because that particular blood group could just be immune to the virus."

"Right, we've got everything we came for," Patrick announced proudly. They were in the A&E department of the hospital, where they had picked up the syringes, morphine and painkillers they hadn't managed to locate in the ICU. In the ICU, Patrick had scurried around the entire department like a man on a mission, pausing only to force a heart rate monitor and drip into Will's hands, who had been charged with the job of wheeling both pieces of equipment.

Fletcher's job was to keep his eyes open for rotters. It had been an easy job so far, with them coming across only a few rotters lying atop hospital gurneys, clawing lazily to get up as the boys hurried past. Fletcher had been quick to dispose of those. There was no need to leave them suffering.

"Let's get back to the farm," Will said, shuddering. He turned to Fletcher. "Dude, this place gives me the creeps."

Fletcher understood what Will meant. For a place that should be filled with noise and bustle, the hospital was eerily quiet. Apart from the sounds of their shoes on the hospital floor or the occasional buzz from the flickering lights overhead, the building was silent.

Dead.

The boys hurried out of the A&E department, eyes and ears alert as they crept down the deserted corridor. They headed down a flight of stairs and found themselves back on the ground floor, with only a corridor to go until they reached the main lobby again. From there, freedom beckoned.

"There was a vending machine in the lobby, right?" Will asked as his stomach rumbled loudly. The wheels of the heart rate monitor squeaked as they rolled across the floor. "I could really do with getting myself some munchies."

"Do you think about anything other than your stomach?" Fletcher joked. He mimicked Will's voice from their drive to the farm, "Where there's cows, there's food."

Will tried to roll the wheels of the heart rate monitor into the back of Fletcher's feet. Fletcher dodged out of the way, laughing as Will's stomach erupted into a particularly loud rumble. The two boys were too busy joking around to notice that Patrick had stopped dead in the center of the corridor.

"Bro," Will whinged, rubbing his shoulder where he had just walked into Patrick. "What-"

Patrick put a hand over Will's mouth to silence him. But the damage was already done. The small horde of rotters now milling around the previously deserted lobby turned their heads to the three boys. Their mouths drooling, bodies limp, they stumbled toward the fresh meat. They were barely more than skeletons, skin hanging in folds from their bones, dead eyes caved into sunken faces. Hair hung in limp patches from their heads as they snarled and snapped.

But weak or not, they were still a threat.

Fletcher's eyes darted back and forth quickly from the revolving doors to where they stood frozen in the corridor. The revolving doors were their nearest exit. They could get lost in the hospital, maybe even meet more of the creatures. They had to risk it. His eyes scanned their surroundings, a plan forming in his head.

"Patrick!" Fletcher hissed, lunging toward an abandoned hospital gurney in the corridor. His friend snapped into action, following Fletcher's lead and grabbing a second gurney. "Will, stay close!" Fletcher called over his shoulder. Gripping the rails of the gurney tightly, he broke into a sprint down the corridor, running toward the small crowd of rotters with the gurney in front of him. He heard Patrick's feet thundering behind him as he followed suit, propelling the second gurney forward.

The first rotters that Fletcher rammed his gurney into crumpled to the floor, taking others down with them. Fletcher didn't stop to see how many. He continued tunneling his way to the revolving doors, mowing down rotters with his gurney as he ran. He heard the sickening squelch of wheels over flesh behind him, where Patrick was helping carve a safe path through the rotters for Will and the medical equipment.

Fletcher felt the wheels of his gurney bump over the fallen bodies of the rotters around them. He pushed with all of the strength he could muster, but he felt the wheels wedge in place, stuck within the bodies. The rotters were closing in around him, so Fletcher leapt out of the way, abandoning the gurney. Gripping the handle of his bat, he brought it crashing down onto the skulls of the rotters lying between them and the doors. Beside him, Patrick leapt into action, abandoning his gurney too as the rotters closed ranks around them. Together, the two boys slashed and barrelled their way to the doors, Will close on their heels, wheeling the equipment they needed to take back for Rori.

Fletcher reached the revolving doors first and rammed his shoulder against the glass, getting the doors moving. He pushed desperately against the glass as Patrick stepped into the section behind him. Will shoved the medical equipment into Patrick's hands, narrowly missing his entrance into the revolving doorway.

Fletcher had burst out into fresh air when he saw it happen.

Patrick shoving the glass with all of his strength, forcing the doors forward. The rotters stumbled to their feet behind Will, who was hurrying into the next segment of the revolving doors.

As Patrick stumbled out of the revolving doors, Fletcher saw the rotter nearest to Will closing its greedy hands around his wrist. The gap between wall and door narrowing, Will thrashed against the hand that grabbed him, fighting to get to his knife. Fletcher and Patrick sprang forward to help just as the rotter sunk its hungry teeth into Will's flesh.

“Will!” Fletcher cried out in anguish.

He and Patrick rushed forward, pushing desperately against the glass. Inside, Will battled furiously to free his bloodied wrist from his attacker in the confined space. Fletcher watched as Will sunk his knife into the rotter's head.

But the damage was already done.

Tears streaming freely down his face, Will burst through the revolving doors. He gazed down at the bite with a mixture of horror and disbelief, blood trickling down his forearm from the bite wound.

“We have to get back to the farm, now," Fletcher ordered, his throat constricting as he saw Will's fear. "There's only one thing that has a chance of saving you.”

“I’m a dead man,” Will whimpered.

“Maybe not,” Patrick whispered, following Fletcher’s train of thought. “But we need Rori.”


Chapter Eleven

"Sam...Let me help you."

"Get back, Joe," Sam warned.

Sam was digging a grave.  A grave for her best friend, the closest person she had to family. She and Ava had grown up together. They may have grown into different people, but they had stuck around each other long enough to see the other evolve. It felt like losing a limb. Ava had been one of the only stable things Sam had ever allowed herself to have in her life.

And now she was gone.

With Sam’s mound of freshly dug soil, their graveyard was growing quickly. Nobody liked to acknowledge that. That their back yard was being populated by the dead bodies of their friends. Wooden crosses made by Joe were lined up in order. Rob, Gemma, Warren, Marcus, Quinn. Sam thought Ava would appreciate being buried near to her friends, right on the farm. The place she was just beginning to call home before she was killed. She wanted Ava to be beside Marcus, as though somehow, he could take care of her, now that Sam couldn’t.

Sam shook her head to fend off tears. As her vision blurred, she felt Joe try to take the shovel from her hands. She snatched it away from his grip, anger bubbling up beside the hurt in her chest.

"What did I just say?" she hissed.

"Sorry, I-"

"Stop. I don't want to listen to you."

Joe shuffled back a few steps as Sam kept digging. Good, she thought. She didn’t want to be anywhere near Joe right now. She tried to ignore the fact that the grave beside Ava's still hadn’t grown fresh grass above it. Quinn had barely been gone for three months, and yet here they were, burying yet another body. She tried to ignore Ava’s body, lying beside her grave with a sheet covering her mangled face. Sam wished she could just close her eyes and sleep. Maybe she could wake up when everything was better.

If things ever got better.

"I can make her a cross. Like the others," Joe said, his voice hopeful. Sam knew he was trying to offer comfort, but it angered her further.

"She wasn't religious."

"I...it's just a gesture. A nice thing to do. I want to help."

"If you wanted to help, maybe you should have told us about the Piggy Man before he murdered my best friend," Sam shot back venomously.

"Sam-"

"Don't touch me!" Sam shrieked as Joe reached out to her. She shivered, tears pouring down her cheeks. "You know what, Joe? I know you had a hard time forgetting what I did to that girl all those months ago. What I did to help us survive. You judged me so much for killing her to save your ass, and I thought that was ridiculous. But I'm starting to see how fucking hard it is to forgive. Because right now, I’m so furious. You screwed up and put people’s lives in danger." Sam took a step towards Joe and he began to back away, his eyes wide. Sam jabbed a finger into his chest. "Why is it always you at the center of the trouble? You're no good for me, Joe."

"Don't say that..."

"Why not? You're destroying everything that I have."

"That's not true-"

"Oh yeah? So why am I standing here, burying my best friend? Oh right, yeah. Because of you."

Joe was shaking, his eyes filled with tears. "Sam, I know you're-"

"You don't know a fucking thing, Joe! Don’t tell me how I should feel! Stop acting like you care about me!”

“I do care about you!” Joe shouted. “We’re friends, Sam-”

“We are not friends,” Sam spat. “Friends don’t lie to sugarcoat the facts, Joe. They tell each other the truth. Your lies have ruined everything. Everything.”

Sam took a ragged breath in. She refused to look at Joe’s face. He had done this. If they had known, they might have been better prepared, and then Sam wouldn’t be digging a grave. Now, as her trust crumbled, she realized she hadn’t just lost one friend. She’d lost two.

“Sam…” Joe whispered, but he didn’t say anything more. He clearly didn’t have any words left. Sam huffed air out of her nose. It was taking everything in her not to scream at him again. She breathed deeply.

"If I turn around and you're still there, I swear, I don't know what I'll do. Back off."

Sam stood very still, listening. For a few moments, everything was silent. And then she heard Joe breathe out, and the crunch of his footsteps heading back to the house.

Heidi felt like she hadn't slept in days, but she couldn't rest while Rori was so sick. She was doing her best to keep him cool, making him sip water whenever he woke up and placing cool cloths on his head, but he still seemed to be getting warmer by the second. Zoe said she was confident he was improving, but Heidi sensed she was just saying that to make her feel better. Despite pulling through most of the day, there was no guarantee he'd live. Even if he was immune to the virus, his high body heat alone could end his life.

Rori stirred and Heidi sat up straight, waiting to see how he'd react. Part of her was still scared he'd turn. But when his eyes opened, they looked clearer, somehow. Heidi's hand found Rori's and he managed a smile.

"You look better," she whispered.

"I feel it,” Rori dared to say.

"I should go get Luke. He was just taking a break to get some dinner-"

"Leave him,” Rori said, quickly but firmly. “I'm not going anywhere anyway.” He gestured to where he was tied up with a weak smile. "Besides. The second he comes in, I'll turn into his human guinea pig. I just want a few minutes, at least."

"Can I get you to drink something? Can you manage that?"

"I'd love a shot of vodka," Rori said wearily, but he let Heidi press a glass to his lips. He took a few sips, sighing. "Thanks. I needed that."

Heidi put the glass down and brushed Rori's sweaty hair off his face. "Are you in pain?" she asked gently.

"I'll be okay."

"That's not what I asked."

"I know. But you need to stop worrying. I'll be okay."

"Worrying is what I do," Heidi muttered. She glanced at the ropes still binding his hands to the bed. They'd left deep grooves in his skin from all of his thrashing around. She moved to loosen them, but Rori nudged her with his leg and shook his head.

"Not a good idea. We don't know what will happen yet."

Heidi chewed her nail, torn between helping her friend and leaving him in pain. She knew Rori was right, but it was killing her to see him like that – chained up like an animal. Rori seemed to understand and his impish smile returned to his face to comfort her.

"Come here, buddy. Give your old pal a cuddle."

Heidi practically dove on him, her face buried in his shoulder. He didn’t smell his best, his shirt stained with sweat, but she didn’t care. He was alive. That meant more to her than she could ever express.

"I hate you for almost dying. I swear to God I'll never forgive you. I've been going insane."

"You're not the only one," Rori mumbled, closing his eyes. He let out a soft groan. "My brain is a burger."

Heidi raised an eyebrow. "A burger?"

"Yep. A burger."

"Care to explain?"

"It kind of feels like someone fried it, flipped it a few times, then squashed it onto a bread bun and served it with salad."

"How poetic."

"Hey, maybe my new zombie genes will make a writer out of me." The pair of them giggled a little nervously. Heidi was glad that they'd been able to share a moment of normality between them, just the two of them. Rori let out a long sigh.

"Heidi...do you think I'll be different now?"

Heidi chewed her lip. Rori was looking at her with the expression of a sad puppy, and she wanted to give him hope. But she also wanted to be honest.

"I...I don't know. I mean...how different do you feel?"

Rori swallowed. "I can't pretend I feel much like myself. There's...there's definitely something different. I can't put my finger on it yet. But...I guess it's early days. I'm still recovering. It could change."

Heidi wasn't feeling optimistic, but she knew she had to act as though she was for Rori’s sake, so she squeezed his hand and smiled. Rori laid his head back against the bedframe smiling a little.

"I've had such a bad itch on my nose all afternoon," he admitted. Heidi grinned, waggling her finger at him before scratching at Rori's nose.

"What are friends for?"

"Saving each other during the zombie apocalypse?"

"As well as scratching each other's noses and putting up with each other's awful puns." It was a moment of relief, laughing together. But Heidi's face fell after a moment and she dropped her hand to her side."I mean, technically, I haven't saved you from anything. It's me who got you into trouble."

"Heidi...you are not to blame for any of this. I mean, clearly, the rotter just found me irresistibly tasty." Rori waggled his eyebrows. “And who can blame him?”

Heidi snorted, her chest aching as she laughed while trying not to cry. Rori nudged her with his leg again.

"Hey. I'm going to be okay. Okay? We're going to be fine. Everything's going to be-"

The door to the bedroom burst open with the sound of someone crying out in pain. Heidi and Rori looked up in surprise. Luke was holding Will's feet and Fletcher held him under his armpits. They were followed by an anxious Patrick, who had his arms full with medical equipment. Zoe wasn’t far behind. Will was groaning and sweating, his breathing sharp. Heidi shot up to help them, but the boys quickly dropped Will at the end of the bed. Luke peered at Will, trying to assess the damage of his bite.

"What the hell happened?" Heidi demanded.

"Third casualty of the day," Luke muttered. "Must be a fucking record for us. Rori, I need your blood. It's the only thing that could save him." Luke turned to Will. "What's your blood type?"

"I don't know, man," Will panted, his teeth gritted in pain. "Who the fuck knows that?"

"Rori?" Luke asked, turning to him.

"AB negative," Rori said.

Luke sighed. "I don't even know if this will work," he muttered. "Your blood could be completely incompatible. But that's all we have. If we inject it fast enough, maybe..."

"Just take it," Rori said, wriggling his arm in offering. Zoe hurried forward and stuck a needle as gently as she could into Rori's right arm, extracting a vial of dark blood. She moved Fletcher aside to inject the blood into Will's body. They waited with baited breath as Rori's blood entered Will's body. Will's breathing began to steady a little.

"We'll probably need more than that to stop him turning," Zoe said to Luke. “He was bitten at least twenty minutes ago. Rori’s ‘healthy’ blood can possibly attack the virus, but it would take a lot to counter-”

"Take as much of it as you need," Rori said, not taking his eyes off Will. Cassie hurried into the room, covering her mouth as she saw the state of Will. She pulled her brother into a tight hug.

"Oh my God...what happened, Fletch?"

"We got unlucky. We'd nearly made it out," Fletcher said miserably. His words caught in his throat and he choked on them, tears beginning to pour. "We almost made it, all of us."

"Right - everybody out, apart from Zoe and Patrick. Give the kid some space," Luke ordered loudly over the din of separate conversations. He patted Fletcher's arm in a show of rare sympathy. "Don't worry. He's in good hands with us. If there’s a chance, this is us taking it. Let's see if we can get him better, yeah?"

Fletcher nodded and allowed his sister to steer him from the room, Heidi hot on their tail. Zoe was busy taking more of Rori's blood, and he winced every time the needle dug into his arm. Luke tried to smile at his friend.

"You're a machine today."

"You think?" Rori said sarcastically.

"You're doing great. Thank you for agreeing to this."

"What else would I do?" Rori looked at Will's writhing body for a moment before turning his head away. "I can't watch another person die."

It had been one of the busiest days on the farm since it all began, but nobody had anything to say. The residents huddled together in small groups, not saying much and picking at the small meal Ginge had managed put together for them. Cassie, Poppy and Eliza had quietly excused themselves early on in the evening, presumably to discuss all the finer details of tracking down the Piggy Man. Others went to bed in dribs and drabs, until Ginge was left with only her siblings by her side. Earlier in the day, she'd had Cara make up Hannah and Billy's old bedroom so that they could move back into their rooms. Ginge figured, as well as making the attic less crowded, it might make everything seem a little more normal for them in the light of recent events.

"But what about the Piggy Man?" Hannah wanted to know as Ginge tucked a very happy Billy up in his red tractor bed. Ginge sighed, sitting down on the bed beside Billy. She smoothed Billy’s hair back off his forehead maternally, but Hannah could see that her sister was buying time to reply.

"I wish you hadn't been listening to all that, Hannah,” Ginge said with a look that told Hannah Ginge didn’t approve of her eavesdropping. “I know you're scared, but you're safe in here. You can lock the door, remember?" Billy’s eyes fluttered closed sleepily, and after a moment’s pause, Ginge crossed the room to Hannah’s bed. She sat down on the duvet beside her younger sister, and Hannah felt herself instantly comforted by Ginge’s presence.

"And I'll be just outside, keeping watch so nothing scary can get to you. Not even the Piggy Man,” Ginge promised, tracing a finger gently down Hannah’s nose, the way that their mum used to. “Okay?"

"Okay," Hannah said, though if she was honest, she wasn’t fully convinced that she was safe. She wished she could say that she’d warned them all. She’d seen him, way back months ago. She’d known he would come back. But she didn’t want to upset her sister. She knew how serious the situation was. She doubted whether even Ginge could protect them now.

Ginge leaned down and kissed Hannah on the forehead.

"Get some sleep. Lock the door when I leave the room and then get in bed. You promise?"

Hannah nodded in earnest and Ginge smoothed her hair tiredly. She grabbed her axe from where it stood against the wall, looking back over her shoulder at her siblings before leaving the room. Hannah hurried to close the door behind Ginge just as she had instructed. But she didn't feel like she should lock the door. It felt like she would be locking Ginge out with the monsters. Ginge was protecting Hannah, but there was no one to protect Ginge.

Hannah didn’t lock the door.

"Do you think he's getting better?" Zoe asked.

"He's certainly not getting worse," Patrick mused.

Patrick, Zoe and Luke were observing Will. Will was seemingly asleep, his breathing slower than it had been earlier when he’d first been infected. They'd given him something for the pain and cleaned up the wound, as well as injecting him with several doses of Rori's blood in the hope that it could fight off the infection. The alternative, Patrick knew, was to let Will succumb to the virus. So if there was a chance that something - anything - could work, Patrick had wanted them to take it. He didn’t want to lose Will. And he worried what losing Will would do to Fletcher.

"I'm not convinced this will work," Luke said honestly. For the fourth time, if Patrick’s calculations were correct. "And yet, it does seem to have kept him alive so far.”

"It does. I guess it's just too good to be true," Patrick muttered.

"Well, I think we're due some good luck!" Zoe said brightly. "We've lost a lot, and today has been pretty hectic, for everyone. But maybe all of this wasn't such a bad thing. We could have two survivors on our hands now! And a way to save others from the virus too.”

"Two survivors who have been through hell to get there,” Luke pointed out darkly.

"But who’ve also alerted us to the possibility of immunity, and even a cure. I think that's good for a day's work, don't you?" Zoe said. Patrick smiled, kissing her cheek.

"Ever the optimist," he said with a smile.

"I learned from the best," Zoe pointed out, slinking a hand around his waist.

Will stirred, yawning as he sat up. Luke blinked in surprise, shoving his glasses up his nose. Will opened his eyes and smiled sleepily at him.

"Someone's...chipper," Luke said, unsure.

"I feel okay. Really," Will said. He stretched his arm out, groaning softly. "I mean, I'm a little sore. But the bite wasn't that bad anyway. The rotter's teeth barely grazed the surface in comparison to Rori's bite."

Luke examined Will's wrist carefully. He was right. The puncture marks made by the teeth were evident, but there was no messiness, no roughly shredded skin or deep wound like on Rori's shoulder. Luke shook his head. "I think we could have just been handed a miracle," he said. Will dared to look hopeful.

"You mean...I'm going to live?"

Patrick hugged his friend. "Could be, dude."

Luke pulled Patrick off Will nervously. "But it's early days. We'll have to see," Luke said. "We're relying on a lot of ifs and maybes today. Feels like anything can happen still. You need to take it easy, Will. Rest, and prepare for the worst."

"No one told me you were an optimist too," Patrick said, rolling his eyes.

Luke pushed his glasses up his nose. "I'm a realist. Nowadays, it's best to prepare for the worst. That way, if – and when – it happens, you're not crushed by the awfulness of it."


Chapter Twelve

"Are you sure you want to untie me?" Rori asked Luke as Heidi pulled away the restraints on his hands. "What if I...what if I..."

"I think if you were going to turn, you would have done it by now. Besides, your blood has made Will better too. It’s been almost twenty four hours and he’s okay. That can't be a coincidence." Luke regarded Rori through his glasses.

"You need to get up and walk about," Zoe said. "Your legs will be stiff if you don't!"

Rori rolled his eyes. "Yeah, somehow that's the least of my worries."

"Alright, grouchy," Heidi said, pulling away the last of the rope. "Less of the attitude."

"Sorry, Mum."

Luke rolled his eyes, moving around to the side of the bed to help Rori up. Heidi and Zoe watched as Rori unsteadily found his footing, grunting a little at the effort. He tried to push Luke off, but Luke kept his grip firm around Rori's waist.

"You're weak. We don't want you falling over," Luke told him.

"Do you really have to hold me by the waist? This feels way too intimate..."

"And here was me thinking you and I would be a great couple," Luke said dryly. "Come on. To the kitchen. You're gonna have to try and eat something."

"Well, I'm starved," Rori said as Luke slowly guided him towards the door. "You know what I really fancy? Some black pudding."

Zoe and Luke exchanged a look. Rori scrunched his face up in confusion as Zoe noted something down on her notepad.

"What?"

"Just a little coincidental that you suddenly have a craving for blood sausage..."

"Oh, come on. I've always loved black pudding. It's not like some zombieish hunger all of a sudden."

"If you say so. Just don't go nibbling on any of us if you get any more bloody cravings," Luke said darkly. Rori sighed as they hobbled down the hallway, Heidi and Zoe following them closely.

Rori could smell something good from the kitchen. It smelled meaty. Rori licked his dry lips and maybe he imagined it, but he was sure Luke drew away from him a little. As they entered the kitchen, Ginge looked up from the pan she was cooking in, smiling.

"Hey, Rori. I thought you'd like some chicken. We've been a little low on food recently, so I thought it was time to slaughter one of the chickens anyway. It's full of protein, it'll help you get your strength back. I did a sort of roast with what we have..."

Rori's stomach rumbled and he smiled sheepishly. "Thanks, Ginge."

Luke helped Rori take a seat at the kitchen table and the others arranged themselves around him like concerned adults at parent's evening. Rori sighed, his shoulder throbbing in pain. The raw skin felt tender against the fabric of his t-shirt. The nightmare wasn't over just yet. The others must be aware of that – that was why they were keeping such a close eye on him, he thought. He was in more pain than he cared to admit, heat coursing through his veins, but he wasn't about to tell his friends that. They were all putting on a brave face for him, so he figured he should too.

Ginge served up Rori's meal and his eyes widened at the sight of it. It was the biggest meal he'd had in weeks by a long shot, and the most luxurious. The chicken had gravy slathered on it, and there was a large helping of potatoes and vegetables.

"God, Ginge, this looks amazing."

"Don't get used to it. We're all going to have to start cutting back," Ginge said, taking a seat at the table. "Maybe we should start thinking about slaughtering more of the cows. We've not had much meat in a while."

Rori picked up his knife and fork, feeling guilty as he dug into the chicken. But given that he’d conquered death itself, he figured he deserved a treat. He caught Heidi looking at his roast potatoes, and grinned at her, offering the plate. Heidi launched forwards to grab a potato, her eyes twinkling, but Luke slapped her hand away and she reclined in deflated silence.

"I think you're right, Ginge. And we need to do more food runs," Luke said.

"No. Not unless we send out bigger teams," Ginge said. "It's safer that way. We can't lose anyone else."

"What's changed?" Rori asked. "No one's died. Will and I both pulled through. We're better than we've ever been as a group!"

Everyone fell silent. Rori looked around at everyone, frowning. "What?"

Luke glared at Heidi. "You didn't tell him?"

"Oh, yeah, because that was exactly what he needed to hear. You could be dying and turning into a rotter, but sure, I thought you should know that one of your friends was murdered," Heidi snapped. Then she covered her mouth, regretting her words. She looked at Rori, her eyes soft after her outburst. Rori was shaking.

"What...who was murdered?"

Heidi swallowed. "It was...it was Ava. We think we know who is responsible, but-"

"Wait...wait, what? How the hell did this happen? We don't have deaths on the farm. That's why we have people on watch. To stop things like this happening." Rori felt a growl rise in his throat, and he struggled to keep it quiet.

"It's easier said than done. Especially when, usually, we're up against brainless rotters. Not real people," Luke said, pushing his glasses up his nose. "It happened away from the house. No one could have stopped it."

"For fuck's sake," Rori said, shoving himself up out of his seat. Heidi went to grab his arm and steady him, but he pushed her away. "No! I don't need your help," he spat at her. "I need air."

Rori stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Luke prised the notepad from Zoe's shaking hands and made a note.

"I think we can confirm another symptom of the virus – aggression."

It was getting late to be outside in the dark, but there was a job to be done. The trenches still needed to be dug, and only Gus and Charlie were up for the task. Charlie didn’t mind so much. He had been trying to coax conversation out of Gus for hours, but the sullen boy had taken to replying with single words or shrugs. Charlie didn't allow that to faze him, though.

He liked Gus, in the most innocent sense of the word. What had happened the previous night had been a bonus, for sure. It had felt good to have someone touching him again. To have someone wanting him. No one else had got so close since Nora died. And mostly, it was just nice to have someone who seemed like they cared about him for a while. Charlie suspected that Gus felt the same.

So why was he pretending that nothing had ever happened?

Charlie stopped digging his section of the trench, leaning his chin against the handle of his spade as he took a breather. He took the time to watch Gus. He was breathing hard, his spade digging in and out of the dirt at high speed. He sighed, jumping into the trench to make the digging easier, flicking flecks of dirt upwards towards Charlie. Charlie chuckled at his new acquaintance.

"You look like you're burrowing. Like a badger, or something. Or a fox."

"I think we have enough foxes on this farm," Gus muttered breathlessly.

"You should stop for a break. We can go inside, get something to eat and drink. I don't know about you, but I'm beat."

"I'm fine."

"Come on. You didn't even come inside for lunch today."

"Maybe there's a reason for that."

Charlie sighed. His suspicions were confirmed – Gus didn't want to be around him. Maybe he was scared about what had happened between them. Or worse – embarrassed.

"You don't have to be shy about what happened last night, you know," Charlie ventured at last.

"I'm not. I just don't want to talk about it. I don't really want to talk about anything. Not to you, or anybody. Yesterday was an exception," Gus stopped shoveling, watching Charlie carefully. Charlie approached Gus slowly, cautiously; the way you might approach a frightened animal. He stopped just in front of Gus and ran a hand up his arm. He felt Gus shiver beneath his touch.

"You can talk to me. If you weren't ready for what happened last night - "

"It's not that," Gus said quickly. He closed his eyes. "Last night was..." He chuckled. "You know what last night was."

Charlie smiled, his hand trailing slowly to cup Gus' elbow. It felt like electricity. "I know. So what's wrong?"

"I told you, I don't want to talk about it."

"Well that figures. If there's one thing I've learned about you, it's that you're not much of a talker," Charlie murmured playfully. Gus opened his eyes, a slight smile twitching on his lips. I used to be, he thought, but Charlie didn’t need to know that version of him. He was long gone.

Charlie took his arm off Gus' elbow, and Gus found that he missed the warmth almost instantly. Charlie leaned his hand on the wall of the trench, their faces close together.

"You don't have to say anything," Charlie said. He leaned in a little more, their breath forming mists in the cold air. Gus closed his eyes again, pins and needles biting at his skin with nerves. He felt the whisper of Charlie's lips against his neck, tickling his skin.

"If you don't want me to carry on..." Charlie murmured, his lips inches from Gus' neck. "All you have to do is push me away."

Gus didn't want to push Charlie away. Not at all. The only comfort he'd found in the lonely months since Quinn died had been the previous night. In Charlie's arms. With Charlie pressed against him, it was impossible to think about all the horrible things surrounding him. Death and hunger and cold and more death, if that was even possible.

But Charlie provided the opposites of everything that made Gus so depressed – warmth and life and satisfaction and softness. Softness that rounded out Gus's sharp edges. But as Charlie's lips continued to press against his neck, he found himself edging away from him a little.

"We have a job to do. This isn't the time to be thinking about...that," Gus said, pulling away. Charlie hooked a finger on the back of Gus' belt and pulled him back against him. Gus felt Charlie's hips pressed against him. To Gus' own surprise, he didn't try to back away.

"I was just thinking that maybe it would help. There's a lot going on at the minute..." Charlie's brown eyes flickered towards the house instinctively. "I can help you forget...for a while."

Gus' heart was hammering in his chest. Charlie turned Gus around to face him, trailing a finger behind his earlobe, down his neck, across the tattoo on his exposed collarbones.

"Tell me you want me to stop, and I will," Charlie said, his eyes twinkling. He moved part of Gus' t-shirt aside to kiss his shoulders. Gus let out a breath, leaning in to Charlie’s magnetic touch.

"Nothing to say for yourself?" Charlie asked playfully. The teasing was more than Gus had the willpower to resist. He grabbed at Charlie's back, scrunching up a fistful of his shirt and dragging him close. Charlie laughed as they stumbled together and their lips collided, breathless.

"Before yesterday I’d never made out in a trench," Charlie murmured against Gus' lips. Gus’ lips moved to nip Charlie's ear, a quiet laugh escaping him.

"There's a first time for everything," he whispered.

Rori couldn't seem to calm down. His shoulders were heaving up and down, his hands shaking, his pulse racing. He tried to slow his breathing. His Mum had always taught him to focus on his breathing if he ever felt panicked, or angry, or out of his depth in any way. He'd used it plenty of times to stave off panic attacks, but this was something new entirely.

Thanks a lot, Mum. It doesn't fucking work

Okay. Think of something else. Literally, anything. But Rori was suddenly remembering what he said to Heidi the previous day. About how life was suddenly becoming less and less appealing. He'd been holding on to life for two days when he should have died.

And now he was starting to question if it was worth it.

"Rori?"

Rori turned around, shivering. Will was there, smiling shyly with a coat in his hand.

"I...I saw you out here, and thought you must be cold. It's freezing out here."

"I'm not cold," Rori snapped.

"You're shivering..."

"I said I'm fine, didn't I?"

"I...yeah. Sorry."

Rori expected him to leave then, but he didn't. Will shuffled over to him nervously, as though he was frightened of Rori. The thought made Rori snort to himself. Anyone who knows me knows I wouldn't hurt a fly. Maybe a rotter, but not a fly...

But then again, he hadn't exactly been acting himself since the bite. This kid didn't even know him. For all he knew, he was always this aggressive.

And yet he stayed. Rori took a few deep breaths before accepting the coat from Will’s hands.

"Sorry for snapping," Rori said, reaching to pat Will on the back. He flinched a little, but managed a smile.

"It's okay. You've been through a lot."

"Haven't we all?"

"You almost died, man. And then you saved my life." Will shuffled his feet. "I really wanted to come out here just to thank you, dude. We're gonna be seeing a lot of each other while that Luke guy treats us as his test subjects, so...I just figured it would be cool if we were friends? Or if not friends, at least partners in crime."

Rori felt his lips twitch into the ghost of a smile as Will carefully bumped his fist against Rori's uninjured shoulder.

“Yeah. I’d like that. Can never have too many friends.”

"Damn straight. So, as your new buddy...are you doing okay? Like, really?"

Rori considered lying. But he didn't know what that would gain him, really. So after trying to hold a smile for a few seconds, he let it slip.

"No. I've never been less okay."

Rori didn't care if Will saw him cry. He figured he had the right to. His shoulders shuddered as he sobbed. Will awkwardly wrapped an arm around him and steered him away, having attracted the attention of Cassie and Poppy on their watch. Rori could barely walk, the tears rattling through his body. It made the pain in his shoulder worse, and the heat in his veins almost unbearable.

He gasped for air as the pair of them came to a stop around the side of the house. Rori leaned his back against the wall, looking up at the sky. Try the breathing technique. One more time. Think of good things. Positive things. As he breathed in, he thought of Will – a near stranger comforting him. As he breathed out, he thought of Heidi, sitting at his bedside for his entire struggle. Breathing in, he pictured Luke teasing him as they played cards together while on watch. He thought of Cassie laughing at one of his awful puns as he breathed out again.

But then he thought of Ava and his breath caught, a fresh wave of pain washing over him. He laughed darkly, shaking his head.

"You know the worst thing, Will?"

"No?" Will said, his voice tinged with uncertainty.

"The worst thing about all of this new world is there aren't many second chances. One slip up and you're dead. But not me. I get bitten and I live another day in this shithole. And I have to watch all my friends, the ones who only get one shot, die around me."

“Do you think he'll mind if I go talk to him now?” Heidi asked, looking out of the kitchen window onto the porch. Rori and Will had taken Cassie and Poppy's place on the chairs to keep watch, both of them wanting to do something useful. Heidi nibbled her bottom lip nervously, worrying for the pair. She turned to Cassie. “Did he seem angry when he spoke to you?”

“He seemed okay. He was fed up, but who can blame him?” Cassie said as she and Poppy warmed themselves by the fire. It was spring, but nights on the farm were still cold. Colder even when spent on watch. “But he's a little unpredictable at the minute. You know that.”

“You don't say,” Heidi muttered. She sighed, coming away from the window and slumping into a chair at the table with her friends. “I don't know what I’ll do if he's mad at me. With everything going on at the minute…”

“Quit whining,” Luke muttered from where he was pouring over his pages of observation notes at the kitchen table. “He'll get over it. I think we have bigger problems than Rori's hurt feelings.”

“We should have told him,” Heidi argued. “I should have told him.”

“It's done. There's nothing you can do. I really don't think we need to go over that again. We've been telling you that for the past hour.” Luke sighed.

“So you do listen to me,” Heidi prodded. “I always thought that was selective.”

Luke only narrowed his eyes in response.

“Don't be harsh, Luke. It's been a long few days,” Poppy said, nodding kindly to Heidi who had laid her head on the table in misery. Cassie patted her back gently, pushing the remainder of her tea in Heidi’s direction.

“You've barely slept,” Cassie said gently. “You should go and get some rest. Someone can cover your watch tonight.”

“I know. But I feel like I should speak to him first.”

“So go do it,” Luke suggested through gritted teeth. “If I hear another word about your lover's tiff, I might go mad.”

Heidi sat up straight, her cheeks aflame.

“We're not lovers.”

“What did I just say? Do you want me to go mad?” Luke hissed.

“You can't get much worse than you already are,” Heidi muttered, standing up again to peer out of the window. “Do you think if I take him some chocolate biscuits, he might be more likely to forgive me?”

Luke rolled his eyes. “Do what you must. I just don't want to hear all the gory details, thank you very much.”

Heidi felt her cheeks redden and hated Luke for it. He knew how to push her buttons, and those buttons appeared to have become increasingly sensitive when it came to the subject of Rori. Ignoring Luke, she rummaged through the kitchen drawer where Ginge kept sweets for special occasions and then, before she could change her mind, headed outside to see him.

As the cold air greeted her, Rori and Will stopped murmuring to one another, looking up at Heidi. She waved at them awkwardly, her knees wobbling a little when Rori’s eyes met hers. Get a grip, she told herself.

“Hi.”

“Hey.”

Rori and Heidi both looked at Will expectantly. He took a moment to register that he needed to leave. He grinned.

“Oh! Sure! I'll just...I'll go over here now…”

As Will wandered away, Heidi sat down in the chair next to Rori. She was about to fish out the chocolate biscuits when Rori took hold of her wrist to stop her.

“This is not a 'sweet treats solve everything' situation,” he warned.

“Okay, first off, how did you know I was going to do that? And secondly...is there anything that can solve it? I just don't want things to be bad between us. Especially not when everything else is...well. Falling apart.”

Rori's hand drifted from Heidi's wrist to her hand, twining his fingers through hers. She looked up at him, wide-eyed and confused.

“It's okay. I know you were trying not to hurt me. But you don't have to protect me from everything. I'm still strong. I was strong enough to survive this – I can handle it. Just the same as anyone.”

Heidi lowered her eyes to her lap. “I'm not so sure.”

“Why's that?”

Heidi forced herself to meet Rori's eye again. She didn't want to shy away from what she had to get off her chest.

“You say you're strong in your mind. But you made yourself clear. You made it obvious that you...were willing to die. You were ready.”

Rori's grip tightened on her hand. “Don't go down that thought path. Please.”

“How can I not? I was there. For every second of the hell the past few days. You've...you've not been yourself.”

Rori raised his eyebrow. “Are you saying I'm not devastatingly charming anymore?”

He was trying to raise a smile from her, but it didn't work for once. Rori sighed.

“Okay. You're right. I thought I was ready. But I thought I only had minutes to live. What other choice did I have, but to accept that? I had to come to terms with it so that I had the strength to let go.”

“So....none of it was true?”

Rori chewed his lip. “It's hard to explain. It was true. I felt it then, at that moment. But it's not true anymore. I...I have a lot left to live for. If I can just keep fighting this.”

Heidi stared at Rori's hand. The veins beneath his skin were dark and prominent. She knew the virus was coursing through his veins now. But he was still Rori. She could tell. He was still the same soft-spoken boy. The one who made her smile in any situation, no matter how dark it all seemed. The person that it would have killed her to lose.

He was the boy that made her hot chocolate when she was at her lowest. He was the one who she stayed up talking to for hours on watch, laughing at his terrible jokes and letting him speed up her heart on a regular basis. He was the one who soothed her back to sleep when nightmares took over, knowing exactly the right things to say and do.

When there was no one left, there was always him.

And suddenly, she was realizing feelings she'd forced deep beneath the surface. Feelings she'd been scared to acknowledge. Feelings couldn't tell him about before when she wasn’t sure how he would respond. Feelings that hurt to feel, but felt so good at the same time.

But she didn’t think she had imagined the way he looked at her when he thought he was about to die, or the way his lips had been so close to hers when it mattered the most. She dared to believe that maybe he felt the same, her eyes searching for his in the dark.

He was holding his breath. He stood up, and she clambered to her feet with him. Their hands joined again, both of them seeking each other’s touch. Heidi knew she was shaking, both from the cold and the anticipation. She looked in his eyes and there was something different there – he'd always looked at her with such gentleness, but even more so now.

“We're...we're okay?” she asked. Rori smiled, tipping her chin up towards him.

“I've got your back,” he said.

Then he kissed her.

Heidi almost laughed, so surprised by the onslaught of feelings. But she didn't want him to stop. She could have kissed him forever. She grasped his hands harder, standing on her tiptoes to reach his lips better. She closed her eyes, smiling against his lips. At that point, she couldn't help but giggle. Luckily, Rori joined her, their noses pressed together as they laughed as if nothing else in the world mattered.

“Thank God something good has come from the past few days,” Rori murmured after what seemed like forever. Heidi nodded, resting her head on his chest. She closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of Rori's body against her. Suddenly, inside the house she heard a loud giggle and a whooping cheer. She turned to see Poppy and Cassie watching them from the kitchen. They gave them both exaggerated thumbs up before descending into giggles and retreating from the window. Rori grinned, planting a kiss on Heidi's forehead.

“So mature,” he murmured. Heidi rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, well. I guess there's not much excitement around this place…”

Rori laughed. “Nah. Not at all. It’s not like we're in the middle of the zombie apocalypse or anything…”

Heidi sniggered. “Okay, maybe there is some drama…”

As though on cue, across the field a rotter ambled towards them, groaning loudly. Heidi smiled sadly at Rori, their moment of happiness clearly being cut short. She removed her trusty screwdriver from her belt, taking a few strides towards it.

“I've got this.”

She felt Rori's hand brush hers, catching her fingers. He looked at her with a lopsided grin on his face.

“We've got this.”


Epilogue

Hannah gripped her duvet tightly with her small fists, her eyes locked on the bedroom door. She could hear Heidi and Rori talking quietly outside, and the soft snuffles of her brother sleeping nearby. She could hear Luke saying goodnight to Cassie and Poppy as he left them in the living room, and the uneven creak of his weight on the ladder.

And then everything went quiet.

Hannah pulled the duvet over her head like a hood. She'd always felt more protected by the warmth and shelter it provided. As if by making the space she inhabited smaller, she could block the rest of the world out. Make herself invisible.

But even her duvet cocoon didn’t bring its usual comfort. Still, Hannah’s heart raced, her ears listening out for any peculiar sound. After a moment, she twitched the duvet away from her face slightly, staring at the doorway. Something felt very wrong. Hannah could feel it. She just couldn't put her finger on what it was.

A long time passed. Rori and Heidi's conversation had died outside, and was replaced with the soft crunch of their footsteps on the crisp grass as they paced up and down to keep warm. Hannah's body longed to shift position, but she didn't dare take her eyes away from the door. Maybe if Hannah kept watching the door, she would be safe. Each blink of her eyes left them feeling heavier, sandier, but she didn't want to sleep. She couldn't until she was sure everything was right in the house.

But Hannah didn’t want to sit there in fear. She wanted to be brave, like her big sister Ginge. Ginge certainly wouldn’t sit around waiting for danger to find her. Ginge would swing her axe over her shoulder and hunt down whatever danger awaited before it could find them. Hannah wanted to be like Ginge.

Rustling up her courage, Hannah clambered out of her bed quietly, careful to not wake Billy. She wiggled her cold toes to regain the feeling in them before padding over to Billy’s bed. Her little brother was mercifully fast asleep, his hair stuck up at all angles. Seeing her brother so peaceful, so vulnerable gave Hannah the last ounce of courage she needed to cross their bedroom and open the door, closing it quietly behind her.

All she had to do was check the house, Hannah told herself. That didn’t seem so bad, not when Ginge’s friends were all upstairs. She thought it would make her feel better, knowing that everything was as it should be. Hannah shuffled to the kitchen first, wide-eyed and terrified, her heart pattering a steady dum-dum in her chest. It was dark in the kitchen, but it was still as Hannah’s eyes searched the darkness. She wished she had a torch, not wanting to turn the big lights on. But she knew she couldn't ask Ginge for one – she wasn't even meant to be out of bed. She got on her hands and knees to check under the table, and even opened the cooker for a quick peek. She was never sure where monsters could be lurking.

Satisfied, Hannah padded out of the empty kitchen quietly. The living room brought a fresh set of fears to mind. What's behind the couch? Is something hiding behind the TV? But she didn't find anything. She peeked out of the window and was relieved to see that Rori and Heidi had returned to their spot on watch, unharmed and alert to outside dangers. She wasn't worried about the garden with them protecting it.

But she was worried about the attic.

The attic was supposed to be the safest place in the house, but it smelt funny and it seemed like the sort of place where a horror film would take place. Hannah popped her head in. For a moment, the sleeping bodies upstairs were so still she was sure they couldn't be alive. But then a small snort came from Luke's general direction, and he wriggled as though in discomfort. Hannah stifled a giggle. Maybe the attic was safe after all.

There was only one room left to check. Hannah was sure she'd be able to sleep once she'd checked it. In her parent's old bedroom, she could hear a quiet rasping. Her hand shook as she reached for the door handle.

Be a brave girl, Hannah told herself. Like Ginge. Be a big, brave girl.

The room was so dark that Hannah was blinded for a few moments. She blinked several times, forcing her eyes to start to adjust. As they did, she saw a dark figure in the shadows. Its back was hunched over, and it was making strange noises. Hannah froze in disbelief, staring at the hunched figure. Slowly, it turned its head.

A monster.

But it wasn’t the monster that haunted her nightmares.

There was something different about this one. Something was familiar about the creature's dark, shaggy hair. Hannah recognised something about the broken-toothed snarl and the blood-shot eyes of the creature as it slowly advanced toward her, its jaws snapping greedily.

The monster was Will.

Hannah opened her mouth and screamed.
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