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Chapter One

The cold winter winds whipped over the fields of White Otter Farm, whispering through the bare trees and over their fallen, dead leaves. Wintry sunlight fell in silver slithers on the ground, the frost-covered grass crunching beneath Ginge’s wellies. She drew her scarf around her face, pulling her woolen hat down over her frozen ears to shield herself from the chill.

The cows in the barn let out a half-hearted moo as they heard her approach. Was it Ginge’s imagination, or did they know that the boy who used to help tend to them was gone?

Ginge hauled herself over the metal gate, dropping the bucket she’d brought to collect milk on the floor. She reached out a gloved hand to the nearest cow, stroking its hind gently.

“I know, I know,” Ginge said quietly, soothingly. “I know it’s cold, and miserable, and I know that you’re hungry.”

Ginge felt she talked more to the cows these days than anyone else on the farm. She didn’t mean to push her friends away, but she couldn’t help it. Her friends and her family were her strength, but Warren had been her hope. Hope that, despite the fallout and the chaos that had unfolded, that life could still be good.

Ginge led the cow she was stroking gently away from the rest of the herd. She sat down on the wooden stool they used for milking, dragging the bucket over too. The cow whined in protest, and Ginge felt her heart clench.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I know it hurts, but we need milk. We need to eat.”

Ginge kept one hand on the animal as she milked, murmuring words of comfort as the bucket filled slowly. The cow’s whines subsided with Ginge’s coaxing reassurances.

Does it not hurt them? Warren had asked her once.

Sometimes, Ginge had replied. But only if it’s cold or dry. Or if they aren’t well-fed.

It was true that the herd was smaller now, after the battle against the rotters a few months back. But Ginge was so conscious of running out of feed for the ones that remained, that she’d almost halved what she was giving them to eat. She knew that it would be easier for them in the summer, with the warmer temperatures and the grass to graze on.

If we make it that far.

She’d been so optimistic, at first, imagining a simple life on the farm where everyone mucked in together. Ginge had thought they could maybe be happy, even, building their own life. She knew that it would be hard work, but she wasn’t exactly a stranger to all that. Growing up on a farm had taught her that she could never be lazy. Her friends had offered to help with the animals, but the truth was, her time out in the barn or the fields was the closest that she ever felt to Warren anymore. Working on the farm had been their time together, their chance to tune into one another and learn from each other. Warren might be gone, but she wasn’t ready to say goodbye just yet.

When the bucket was half-full, Ginge led the cow back to the rest of the herd. She emptied a little feed into a nursing bottle for the newly born calf, who wobbled toward her across the barn on unsteady legs. Ginge stroked the calf as it guzzled greedily from the bottle, while its mother’s milk cooled in the bucket beside them.

I’m sorry.

When the feed was gone, the calf returned to its mother, nuzzling against her hide for shelter. Ginge took the bucket of milk and clambered back over the metal gate, careful not to spill a precious drop. She made her way slowly back to the house, smoke escaping from the chimney in gray plumes.

But rather than going straight back to the warmth of the house, Ginge’s feet led her over to the tree with the tyre swing.

The tree by which she’d laid Warren to rest.

They’d burnt his body, as they had with Gemma. The residents of the farm had gathered in silence around the pyre, each of them unable to muster any final words as the flames consumed his mangled body. What was there to be said? Their hearts were bleeding and the pain lodged like knives in their throats.

With tears in her eyes, Ginge ran her thumb over the rough bark where she’d etched his name beside the others. Six letters. That was all she was left with now.

Six letters, for the boy that she had loved.

“I miss you,” Ginge whispered. “Every day, I miss you.”

Each morning when Ginge woke, she squeezed her eyes shut, hoping that one day she’d open them and he’d be still there. Smiling sleepily at her, he’d pull her close to him for the briefest moment of peace before the rest of the farm woke up. If Ginge could have just one morning with him, she’d trace every detail of his face with her fingers; his long nose, his dark eyebrows, the dimple in his chin. She hated that his face was starting to fade in her mind, even as she clung to his memory so desperately.

Wiping the tears that had spilled onto her freckled cheeks, Ginge took the flannel shirt that was wrapped around her waist. It had belonged to her Dad before, but Ginge couldn’t imagine it now as anyone else’s, but Warren’s. She brought the material to her nose, inhaling the scent out of habit. But the truth was that his smell had faded long ago.

She wrapped the shirt around the rope of the swing, tying it in a secure knot. She stepped back, watching the material flap in the soft breeze. Her legs buckled, and rather than support herself, Ginge fell to the frozen ground and wept for the boy she had lost.

Rori hated being on watch, but it was even worse in the cold. Winter had truly taken the farm in its icy grasp. As if overnight, they woke to grass that was crisp with morning frost. It crunched underfoot as they headed out on patrols, their breath fogging in the air as they rubbed their hands together in an attempt to stay warm. The cold was relentless, nipping at their fingers despite the gloves and cups of tea they cradled to keep warm. It might have been his mind playing tricks on him, but it was turning into the coldest winter that Rori could remember.

“I can’t believe it’s going to be Christmas soon,” Rori said.

“The most wonderful time of the year,” Luke added, his tone laced with sarcasm.

“Not a fan of the holidays?”

Luke arched a dark eyebrow at him. “What would possibly give you that impression?”

“Oh, just your perpetual bad mood and broody nature,” Rori said. “Don’t get me wrong, I love a moody vibe, but it doesn’t exactly scream, ‘Christmas cheer’ to me.”

“I actually like Christmas,” Luke ventured. “Even in spite of the abhorrent amount of exterior illuminations that covered our house.”

“No?” Rori gasped dramatically. “Your family were crazy Christmas neighbors?”

Luke nodded grimly. “My Dad even goes so far as to say that his outdoor lights display is his ‘proudest achievement’.”

For some reason, the idea of Luke having a family surprised Rori. He’d never really heard Luke talk about his parents, come to think of it. He couldn’t imagine Luke being sentimental about anything at all.

“Please tell me that you helped him put them up?” The thought of Luke being made to hang up strings of flashing, colorful fairy lights tickled Rori.

Luke nodded. “If I was made to, yes. But it often caused trouble. There was murder last year when Mum reversed her car over a power cable and took one string of lights down with her. I’d never seen my Dad so emotional.”

Luke picked up the stack of playing cards on the table between them and began to shuffle. Playing card games was something they’d made a habit of to pass the long, cold hours on watch. Rori had a sneaking suspicion that Luke, always the dealer, rigged the cards each time they played. But winning didn’t matter much to Rori. Anything that kept his thoughts from wandering and his anxiety at bay were a welcome distraction. The rotters that did stumble upon the farm, slowed down by the cold, were now fewer and far between. But the cold did nothing to dampen their bloodlust.

Rori reached to the dwindling stack of firewood at their feet and threw another log onto the dying embers. Sparks hissed as Rori poked at the logs in the pit, encouraging the flames to take hold. It had been Joe’s idea, to turn the metal drum from their unused washing machine into a firepit to keep those out on watch warm. It also provided the watchers with the luxury of sight, with the nights drawing in earlier and earlier, blanketing their surroundings in inky darkness. Luke had voiced his concerns at first, that the smoke from the fires would attract unwanted attention their way. But after hours sat shivering under as many layers as they could wear, Luke had grudgingly relented, and so far, their only company was haggard, decaying rotters.

They finished their card game - once again, Luke trounced Rori - and Rori settled back in his chair to survey their surroundings. All was still. All was quiet.

Just as he thought this, a figure emerged from behind the nearest cow sheds. Rori’s fingers flexed instinctively around the handle of the knife on his belt. But he relaxed a second later, the figure’s ginger hair giving away that it was just Joe. He watched Joe trudge towards the bridge into the yard, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with freshly chopped wood. Joe spent hours each day collecting firewood, taking Ginge’s ax to the small copse of trees and returning, arms scratched and skin splintered, with as much wood as he could carry. But the trouble was, they were nearly burning through it faster than Joe could keep up with. Twice, they’d woken to a house without heating or hot water because the pipes had frozen over. They knew that their luck would run out eventually and plunge them back into darkness without heating and water, but each day, they prayed for another few days to keep them going. The solar panels on the roof would come in handy eventually, but not so much in the winter. And though Ginge - with the help of Luke and Joe, who put their differences aside for once - had eventually managed to thaw the pipes out, there was a nagging sense that they should stockpile enough wood to last them through the winter, if the worst were to happen. Joe had taken this responsibility on himself, and Rori was grateful for it. They all were.

All except Luke.

At the sight of Joe, Rori could almost feel Luke’s body stiffen in the chair next to him. He’d thought - or perhaps, hoped - that Warren’s death would eventually soften Luke’s stony resolve towards Joe. But all it had seemingly done was drive the existing wedge even further between them.

“You could cut him some slack, you know,” Rori said.

“Cutting people slack gets you killed,” Luke retorted curtly.

“I’m not saying you have to like the guy, just that it’s hard enough freezing your tits off chopping up wood without your icy glare glowering over him.”

Luke narrowed his eyes at Rori.

“Hasn’t Joe proven he’s useful?” Rori gestured to the glowing flames. “The fire that’s keeping you warm right now? That was Joe’s idea. The shelter over our heads, that’s Joe too-”

“There’s still time for it to fall down,” Luke pointed out darkly, glaring suspiciously at the wooden structure that had been erected on the terrace. “Joe and his silly little ideas got Warren killed.”

“You know that isn’t true.”

Luke huffed in response. Rori wondered whether blaming Joe for suggesting the garden center trip was Luke’s way of shirking any guilt he harbored that Warren was dead.

“Joe is working harder than any of us to make winter on the farm easier,” Rori continued. “Yet all you ever do is purposefully make him feel like an outsider.”

“That’s because he is an outsider,” Luke growled. “He isn’t one of us.”

“I wasn’t one of you. Not at the start. But just look at how far we’ve come…we all love one another now.” Rori batted his eyelashes in Luke’s direction, reaching across to pat his hand lovingly.

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

Rori never knew when he’d got into Luke’s good books, just that he was glad that he did. But he wasn’t afraid to stand up to Luke either, and now that their group’s numbers were one fewer, Rori knew they had to rely on one another and keep each other safe.

“Besides, you weren’t a total stranger,” Luke added. “You knew Heidi from history class.”

Rori’s eyebrows shot up incredulously. “So you trusted Heidi’s judgment of me?”

Luke sniffed. “You’ve got a point.”

“You’re not making the convincing argument you think you are. I barely knew her. She didn’t even know my name.”

“But I bet she made quite the impression?”

Rori felt the ghost of a smile tug at the corner of his lips. “She did. But my point is, you welcomed both me and Warren.”

“I wasn’t really given much of a choice…”

“Why can’t you do the same for Joe?”

“I don’t trust him. Trust is something that’s earned, Rori.”

“Okay…answer me this. If you really don’t care at all, why did you even bother to save Joe from the horde in the first place? And then again from the pit?”

Luke didn’t reply, and Rori suspected it was because he didn’t have an answer. He was starting to wonder whether Luke’s grudge was more to do with the fact that Luke had been outvoted in his bid to make Joe leave than Joe’s behavior.

“Who knows,” Luke mused. “Maybe the season of comfort and joy will warm my icy core.”

“That would be a bloody Christmas miracle.”

“I just think tinsel is a bit…tacky.”

Poppy dangled the gold and red monstrosity that caused such offense at arm’s length, her freckled nose wrinkled in obvious disgust.

“It’s Christmas,” Cassie chuckled. “It’s the season to be tacky.”

“I’m not sure I agree with that. There’s always room for taste…”

“Are any Christmas decorations tasteful?”

“Your house was always lovely.”

It was true. Come December first, it was tradition for Cassie’s family to transform their home into nothing short of a festive wonderland. Christmas trees were adorned with baubles in red, gold and green, mistletoe and holly winding up the banister of the staircase. Fairy lights twinkled in every room, covering the house in a warm glow. Poppy had always found excuses to visit Cassie’s home during the holidays, often greeted by a glass of eggnog and a warm mince pie. It was cozy, putting their feet up on the sofa and binging Christmas films under blankets until night fell. To Poppy, it felt like home.

Or was it being with Cassie that felt like home?

Poppy noticed that Cassie’s hands rummaging through the cardboard box of decorations had stilled. Too late, Poppy realized her mistake.

“I’m sorry, Cass.”

Christmas was always a special time in Cassie’s family. She used to speak with such excitement about the bucket list of festive traditions she and Fletcher indulged in every year that led them right up to the big day. Poppy’s Christmases were usually quiet, and though she loved them, she couldn’t help but feel envious hearing her friend chatter away about her plans over the holidays.

Cassie took a deep steadying breath. She shook her head slowly, as if shaking the memories of happier times from her mind. After a moment, Cassie looked up and met Poppy’s eyes with a sad smile.

“It’s fine,” Cassie lied.

But Poppy knew it wasn’t. The holidays were going to be hard for all of them. The Christmases they’d once enjoyed and the traditions that came with them were long gone. And not only were they away from their families, their apocalypse family was now one fewer.

Poppy was saved searching for some impossible words of comfort by Hannah and Billy, who had descended into a rather loud argument over who got to put the last bauble on the tree.

“I want to put that one on the tree!” Billy whined.

“But it’s my turn!” Hannah argued indignantly.

Looking grateful for a distraction, Poppy tore her eyes away from Cassie’s and watched her kneel in front of the kids so that she was level with the arguing children.

“Listen,” she said conspiratorially, in a hushed voice. She jabbed her thumb at Poppy behind them. “I’d be careful if I were you. I’ve heard that Santa Claus has spies in this house.”

Hannah might not have been fooled, but Billy’s eyes widened. His gaze moved slowly from Cassie to Poppy. Cassie flashed Poppy a cheeky grin over her shoulder, and Poppy felt her heart squeeze. Childhood dreaming was a thing of the past for most of the farm’s residents. But they were determined to let Hannah and Billy be children, if only for the holidays.

“Spies,” Billy whispered, narrowing his eyes suspiciously at Poppy. Soundlessly, he handed Hannah the last decoration, a black and white cow sporting a Santa hat. With a last worried glance in Poppy’s direction, Billy raced after his sister to help put the finishing touch on the Christmas tree.

“A spy?” Poppy asked, cocking an eyebrow at Cassie. “How festive.”

Cassie shrugged, chuckling. “There were obviously spies in the nativity.”

The sadness in her eyes dimmed as she watched Hannah place the decoration carefully on an outstretched pine needle.

“And Mum would agree, by the way,” Cassie added. “Tinsel was strictly forbidden in our house.”

That was the final straw for Poppy. She threw the limp, glittery length of tinsel into the cardboard box with the rest of the discarded and broken ornaments. She dusted off her hands before placing them on her hips, surveying the living room through her wide-rimmed glasses.

Stockings that belonged to Ginge and her siblings were hung above the glowing embers of the fireplace. Sure, the artificial tree - an old family relic that had once belonged to Ginge’s grandma - leaned precariously to one side, and sure, Hannah and Billy had launched decorations on it as if they’d never even heard of a color scheme. If you looked too closely, a few bulbs on the string of old fairy lights had blown here and there. But Poppy had to admit, amongst the despair and the loss that they’d endured the past months, the Christmas tree shone like a beacon of hope in the living room.

“Right,” Cassie said loudly, clapping her hands together to get Billy and Hannah’s attention again. “Who’s putting the star on top?”

The children looked at one another.

“Billy can do it,” Hannah said kindly. She ruffled his hair, all memories of their previous argument forgotten.

“Come on, you,” Cassie said jovially. She slid her hands under Billy’s armpits, scooping the young boy into the air. Giddy, Billy giggled as Cassie spun him around the room. Poppy bit back an anxious cry of, “careful!” as Cassie hoisted Billy up high onto her shoulders. His legs dangled over Cassie’s neck as she ran around the room, Billy laughing with glee as he bounced on her shoulders. She stopped by the Christmas tree for Billy to lean forward and plonk the gold star rather unceremoniously at the top of the tree.

It was crooked - but to Poppy, it was perfect.

Smiling to herself, Poppy began tidying up the mess they’d made getting the Christmas decorations up. She was so consumed by her thoughts that it took her a moment to realize Hannah and Billy’s playful cries had stopped. She looked up at the room to find that they were alone. Her heart stuttered when her eyes met Cassie’s.

Cassie had never looked at her like that before.

Poppy felt herself move towards her friend. It wasn’t a conscious decision; something pulled her to Cassie, something deep in Poppy’s chest that she couldn’t quite explain. She searched her friend’s eyes for an answer, when Cassie blinked suddenly.

“Cassie, are you…are you winking at me?”

“No.” Cassie rubbed at her eyes with balled fists, the moment gone. “I think I’ve got glitter in my eye…”

“Come here…”

She tilted Cassie’s jaw up to her face softly, inspecting the eye in question. She ignored Cassie’s sharp intake of breath at her touch as she gently freed the silver glitter.

“There,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It’s gone.”

Cassie swallowed.

“You will be careful, won’t you? On your trip?” Poppy asked quietly. Cassie and Heidi were due to head out later that week. They were scoping out the local mall in town for supplies - more winter coats, boots and presents, if they could find any - but whilst the pair seemed excited at the bounty they might find, all Poppy felt was sick with worry.

“I always am.”

Poppy felt her face flush. She realized that her hand still cupped Cassie’s cheek, her thumb on her jawline. Suddenly conscious of this - and how close their faces were - Poppy dropped her hand immediately, willing her eyes to look anywhere but at Cassie. Her heart raced, leaving her a little flushed.

It must be all this damn Christmas spirit, Poppy told herself.

“Do we really have to?” Eliza asked.

“Yes,” Heidi insisted. She shook the bowl in her sister’s face. “It’s tradition.”

“But we’ve already done it before,” Eliza complained.

“Isn’t that the whole point of traditions?” 

“I haven’t done it before!” Rori piped up from his seat at the dining table to Heidi’s left. He earned himself a glare from Eliza.

“There’s no Christmas without Secret Santa,” Heidi trilled brightly.

“Well there’s your first mistake,” Eliza grumbled. “It’s meant to be Secret Santa, Heidi. You aren’t meant to guess who everyone has!”

“But that’s the fun of it!” Heidi exclaimed. Her eyes glinted mischievously beneath the pair of reindeer antlers she had donned for the occasion. She shook the bowl containing folded up bits of paper with each of their names on. Eliza sighed before scrawling her name aggressively on a square of paper and folding it over. She threw her name into the bowl with everyone else’s, and Heidi gave them a mix for good measure.

One Scrooge down, Heidi thought. One more to go.

She turned to Luke.

“I’ll pass,” Luke said flatly.

Heidi narrowed her eyes at Luke. “Well it’s a good job I already have your name written down,” she said, producing a spare piece of paper from her pocket. She smiled sweetly at his stony expression. Heidi was determined not to let anyone - not even Luke - spoil this one festivity for her. It would take more than an apocalypse to stop Heidi from doing Secret Santa. It was her favorite Christmas tradition. But it wasn’t the silly gifts that Heidi loved (though they didn’t exactly hurt, either). No, for Heidi it was all about the element of mystery; trying to guess who had who and dropping hints to throw people off the trail. Heidi loved nothing more than the thrill of knowing exactly who each of her friends had for Secret Santa while the rest of them were left guessing.

“I still think it’s a bad idea…” Luke said.

“No surprise there…” Joe mumbled, quietly enough that only Heidi could hear him.

“Where do you expect we get presents from?” Luke asked incredulously.

“We can pick things up on supply runs,” Heidi said, rolling her eyes. “Or make something. We have a crafts box. Get inventive, Luke. The best gifts are sentimental, not that that means anything to you. I, for one, am a firm believer that when it comes to presents, homemade is always best.”

“Good God.I’m not making someone a scrapbook.”

“Friendship bracelet?” Rori piped up, waggling his wrist. Luke glowered at him.

“Come on, Luke,” Heidi implored. “It’s just a bit of fun!”

“Fun is watching Joe hit his head on the doorframe every time he leaves the living room. Fun is anything but this.”

“I guess you’ll be the only one with nothing to open on Christmas Day then…”

Luke rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll play along. But if I get you, Heidi…”

“You’ll what? Get me something terrible and ruin Christmas?”

“Yes, perhaps. I suppose I’ll get to have my fun after all.”

Before Luke could change his mind, Heidi folded over his name and put it in the bowl before counting out the bits of paper. She frowned. Hannah and Billy were already in bed - and wouldn’t be partaking in this one tradition - but that still left them a name short, if Heidi’s counting were correct.

“I’ve only got nine names here…” her eyes slid over to Luke instinctively.

“Why are you looking at me?” Luke asked. He held up his hands innocently. “You just put my name in…”

“You did remember to put your own name in, didn’t you?” Rori asked Heidi with a smirk.

“Wouldn’t surprise me if she hadn’t,” Eliza mumbled.

“Of course I did!” Heidi said, ignoring her sister. She fanned the folded scraps of paper across the kitchen table, counting again.

“Warren,” Ginge said quietly. It was the first time she’d spoken since sitting down that evening for their meager meal of onion and potato broth. “Warren’s name is missing.”

Heidi felt her ears burn red. Silence fell on the group. Cara put a comforting hand on Ginge’s arm that, for once, she didn’t shrug off.

“Ginge, I-”

“It’s fine,” Ginge huffed, though the tears in her eyes said otherwise. “Let’s just get this over with, shall we?”

Heidi nodded. She’d hoped that the idea of Secret Santa would lift their spirits somewhat. But seeing the way Ginge’s shoulders slumped, Heidi felt that she’d royally messed it up. She silently scooped the folded slips of paper back into the bowl, shaking it.

“Right; Rori first and we’ll go clockwise,” Heidi said, passing the bowl to her left. She watched eagerly for clues as each of her friends selected a name. When it came to Secret Santa, nothing slipped past Heidi’s watch. She noticed the way that Rori’s eyes flicked over to Cassie when he read the name on his slip of paper. Subtlety had never been one of Rori’s strong suits. One down, Heidi thought smugly. When the bowl returned to her, Heidi scooped the remaining slip of paper from it and clutched it tightly in her hand.

“Let’s go over the rules one more time,” Heidi announced. The table groaned in unison, only Cassie and Rori showing the merest hint of enthusiasm. “Rule one; all presents must be wrapped. Rule two; all presents must be underneath the tree strictly no later than Christmas Eve.”

She narrowed her eyes at her sister and Luke, both of whom held similar levels of disregard for this one holiday tradition. Arranging her face into a neutral expression, Heidi snuck a glance at the name on her slip of paper.

Rori.

Heidi tried her best to stop the gleeful smile that threatened to give her Secret Santa identity away.

Now this is going to be fun…


Chapter Two

Something has changed.

The thought occurred to Gus as he stood guard on the school’s makeshift barricade, holding his breath. He felt as though he hadn’t breathed properly since he and Quinn had discovered the horde of rotters just outside of the school. He wasn’t supposed to know about it - no one was - but now that he did, it was the only thing on his mind. That and Ross’ behavior.

Because something about Ross was different. He wasn’t himself. About a week earlier, he had gone out with Deborah to search for new recruits and supplies, and when he had returned, no one saw him for several days. The only sign that he’d come back at all was the surplus of food he’d come back with, which kept everyone occupied and happy. And whilst a full stomach might have been enough to stop others questioning, it had only stoked Gus’ interest. Gus didn’t see all that much of Ross anyway, always tasked with manning the walls, but he and Quinn thought there might be something wrong with Ross. More than usual, Gus had thought.

But when he’d finally seen him earlier that day, Gus knew that something had changed. Gray-skinned and gaunt, Ross looked like he hadn’t eaten for weeks. His hair was greasy and clung to his sweaty forehead. His eyes were ringed with black circles, and the anger that always seemed to bubble beneath Ross’ skin was ten times worse. When they’d crossed paths in the canteen, Ross had snapped at him, and then proceeded to drag one of the kids off by his ear. Exactly what Ross wanted to berate him for was a mystery to Gus, but he thought it was unlikely they’d see the kid again.

By now, everyone knew that Ross was a monster in a thinly veiled disguise. But there was nothing that could be done. The kids at the school had been sheltered from the start, locking themselves away from all of the trouble and allowing Ross to convince them that he was their only lifeline. Provided they stayed on the right side of him, of course. Now, they had no means to leave. Ross was terrifying, but what lay outside the walls of the school was worse.

Gus knew that he’d rather face off with a thousand rotters than be a prisoner in whatever sick fantasy Ross had at play. But his guilt kept his roots firmly at the school. He had the experience and skills to get out of there alive. He could fend for himself, and he had Quinn and Tomas to back him up. The three of them would perhaps be able to make it out there, if they were smart about it. But Gus would take one look at the kids in the canteen and know that he was unable to leave them behind. They had no one to protect them, no one to tell them that danger was coming their way. And so Gus stayed, tentatively. He barely slept anymore, always alert and waiting for disaster to strike. He had to be ready for anything, ready for the moment the horde came crashing through their walls and tried to end them all.

He had discussed a vague plan with Quinn and Tomas several times. It was a terrible plan, but a plan nonetheless. He predicted that the walls holding the horde back couldn’t hold much longer, that soon enough the school would be overrun by festering creatures that wanted them dead even more than Ross did. Gus had figured out a route through the school that would be most likely to get everyone out alive, based on the direction and the available exits. His idea was to wait for the right time for the three of them to shepherd everyone out and lead them away from the school.

Gus knew it would be hard to get the kids on board. They were terrified of the rotters and of Ross’ reprimands in equal measures. But if they could get them out, Gus thought they could perhaps hunker down in a house, at least until things seemed safer. What came next was anyone’s guess.

“And what about Ross? And Deborah? They’d throw you to the rotters sooner than you could say, ‘apocalypse’ if they thought you were trying to take charge,” Quinn had pointed out. At the time, Gus had been acting braver than he felt. He’d held his chin up high with false bravado.

“At least then their true colors would be revealed. And if I die so that thirty others can live…isn’t it worth it?”

Quinn had scowled at him. “I wouldn’t say so.”

The atmosphere between them had been sour since. Gus knew that their views on the matter differed. If Quinn had his way, they would’ve high-tailed out of there weeks ago. But he wouldn’t leave Gus. There was never any chance of that happening. The pair of them knew that, so Gus was getting his way for now. But Gus resented the idea that by trying to save them all, he might be losing his best friend. If Quinn died, was any of it really worth it? Would Gus still fight so hard to stay alive if his best friend was gone?

Gus shuddered at the thought.

It was too cold for him to be standing outside, really. Clothes were scarce at the school, and though some students had left anoraks behind back when it all began, they were the kind of jackets more suited to withstand rain than the cold. The feeling of the icy air made something inside him sink. He wanted to give in to the misery he’d been feeling. He wanted to curl up and cry to his mother, to remember how good things used to be without a sharp stab of pain in his heart. He wanted to tell Quinn how much it meant to him that he’d stuck around, even through it all.

But that wasn’t an option to give up anymore. He didn’t have the luxury of reverting back to life as a teenager. He had to think on his feet or die. No one was there to keep him alive, but himself. He had to keep fighting or give up. There weren’t any other options left for him.

He took a deep, calming breath.

He wanted to speak to Ross.

He didn’t like to leave the wall unattended, but he could hardly pretend any of them were safe with a horde just outside their perimeter. As he walked, he formed a plan. Maybe he could convince Ross to make them all leave. Maybe he’d see reason if he realized his own life might be under threat too. He could claim to have only just noticed the horde outside. He could make Ross out to be a hero if he got them out of there. That would feed his ego long enough for them to ditch him at the earliest opportunity they had.

He headed for Ross’ office. Ross had made it clear that nobody was supposed to go there without explicit permission, but he was done with formalities. For once, he found the door unlocked and unguarded by Deborah. Without so much as knocking, he pushed it open.

Ross was sitting behind the headmaster’s desk. He jumped as Gus entered, yanking at the sleeves of his shirt. He looked terrible, and Gus almost asked if he was alright, but he stopped himself.

“Thank goodness you’re here,” Gus said, laying it on thick. He’d never been a natural at sucking up, but if there was a time to become a kiss-ass, it was now. “I heard…something outside the walls. So I climbed the fire escape and I saw…rotters. Hundreds of them. They’re right outside the school.”

Ross scowled at him. “You came in here uninvited to tell me that?”

Gus scrambled for words. “I’m worried. What if the walls don’t hold? There’s…there’s too many for us to fight. Even if the kids here were capable of fighting them, we’d be outnumbered, at least ten to one. Please, Ross. You need to get us all out of here…before it’s too late.”

Ross ignored him, standing and moving to the window. He was still fiddling with his sleeve. Was he anxious? Was Gus really seeing him unravel before his eyes?

“You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” Ross said. “Those walls have held for weeks. I’ve made sure of it.”

We’ve made sure of it, not you.

“But-”

“I told you, I’ve got it under control,” Ross snapped back. He advanced on Gus, pushing him up against the office wall. His breath was sour on Gus’ face, and there was a prominent vein pulsating in his neck. “You always think you know best, don’t you? Always trying to tell me how to do my job. Well I’m the one who has kept us alive, brought us food and supplies. You’ve barely been outside the walls, so what the hell would you know?”

They both knew that wasn’t true. It was Ross who had hidden within the walls, claiming to protect them all, claiming to be working on their survival strategy, while Gus and Quinn found new ways to keep them all alive. Gus wasn’t sure if Ross was delusional about how much he’d helped or whether he was just plain stupid, but either way, he was dangerous. Ross had a fistful of Gus’ shirt in his hand now, his nails digging into the skin of his chest.

“Ross, I just want us all to live,” Gus said quietly. “I don’t care about power plays and who does what. If it keeps us alive, that’s all I’m interested in. It’s not too late. We can go and find somewhere else where we’ll be safer. We can tell everyone it was your idea…” Gus’ face hardened. “And we can put everything that happened here…at the school…behind us.”

Ross’ head cocked to the side, his eyes wild. “What’s that supposed to mean? What are you implying about me?”

“Nothing. I’m not implying anything.”

“You don’t want me for an enemy, Gus.”

Gus tried for a smile. “Who said anything about enemies, hmm? You’re the one pinning me against a wall.”

“Such a smartass. Has anyone ever told you how fucking annoying your shit is?”

Gus couldn’t help but grin a little wider. It was in his nature as a smartass, after all. “Many times. Come on, man, stop acting so hard. My intentions are good. I was just hoping we could match up on that.”

Ross’ eyes met Gus’ and Gus tried not to think about the fact that Ross could easily kill him right now. He’d done it to others before, Gus was sure, and he wasn’t exactly treading carefully. But Ross eventually let him go and Gus took in a deep breath, glad that it wasn’t his last.

“Get someone to take the rest of your watch,” Ross told him. “In the morning, you and I are going on a trip.”

That caught Gus off-guard.

“A trip? Ross, did you really not hear any of what I just said?”

“I heard you just fine, idiot. We’re going on a supply run. We can talk more about your idea while we’re out. If we’re moving, we need food and supplies to take with us.”

Gus felt relief wash over him. Was their dictator finally seeing some sense? “Thank you, Ross. I’ll round up my guys, they can help-”

“No,” Ross said sharply, his eyes like ice as he turned back to Gus. “Just you and me, or no deal.”

Gus’ stomach churned. It was a bad idea going out there alone with Ross. He knew that. But he could handle himself, even if he didn’t like the thought of leaving Quinn and Tomas behind. If those were Ross’ terms, then maybe it would be worth it. If he could convince Ross to get them out of there alive, then surely he had to try?

“Alright. I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

Gus slipped out of the room before Ross could say anything further. As he headed back to the canteen, he wondered if he was pushing his luck.

If he was, in twenty-four hours, he might even be dead.


Chapter Three

The[1][2][3][4][5] shopping mall was eerily quiet.

It was Patrick’s idea to duck into the deserted mall whilst they were on patrol. The trip outside The Fortress - as Alby had taken to calling it - had been relatively uneventful. They’d met no other survivors wandering the town’s deserted streets, and Fletcher wondered whether anyone left alive was hunkering down for the winter. As for the undead, he and Patrick had quickly dispatched the few biters they’d found haunting the streets. Slowed down by the cold, they didn’t put up much of a fight. Fletcher had a sneaking suspicion that, having picked the town clean, the biters had migrated away from the town in search of fresh meat.

Even so, Fletcher couldn’t shake the unease that hung over him.

“I still don’t like this…” Fletcher said, eyes darting past the looted shop fronts.

The mall was in darkness, save for the dim green glow of the emergency fire lights. It reminded Fletcher hauntingly of the basement floor of the school, battling his way through the undead. Trying to push the thought from his mind, he took the torch from his rucksack and flicked it on. A beam of light cut through the darkness, illuminating a mangled body that was sprawled across the floor.

“Guess this guy took the phrase, ‘shop til you drop’ too literally,” Patrick murmured.

Wrinkling his nose with disgust, Fletcher stepped over the body onto the escalator. Or he tried to, at least.

A hand grasped his ankle in a vice-like grip. Fletcher spun, almost losing his balance on the metal stair as the biter let out a hungry snarl. He put his hand on the handrail to steady himself, feeling something sticky under his touch. He stabbed the sharp tip of his javelin into the soft flesh of the biter’s eye socket. With a wet slurp, he pulled the javelin free from its victim.

“Gross,” Fletcher said, wiping his hand on his fatigues.

“Are you alright?”

Fletcher nodded. “I told you this was a bad idea…”

“Ahh, but where’s your sense of adventure?”

Fletcher bit back a retort. Flicking flesh from the tip of his weapon, he hurried after Partrick up the broken escalator. Fletcher tried his best to ignore the dark blood that caked the handrail, and the congealed flesh and matted hair that jammed the metal stairs. But the sight still turned his stomach.

Fletcher usually loved trips to the shopping mall at Christmas. He loved seeing all the shop windows adorned with decorations, excited children queuing up to meet a department store Santa with a phony beard, Christmas music blaring over the speakers. When he was younger, Fletcher had enjoyed going from shop to shop with his sister, eyes wide with glee as they searched for all the things they could add to their wishlists. Toys, games, tech and gadgets galore…

But the mall held none of that magic now.

Empty shop fronts stared back at them as they wandered past, glass from broken windows winking on the tiled floor as they shone their torch. It crunched underfoot as they explored the deserted arcade. Whilst some shops looked relatively untouched - almost as if they were merely closed down - others had clearly been looted, the displays unnervingly empty. A jewelers advertising diamond engagement rings stood before them, a jagged hole in the glass resembling a hungry mouth.

“Funny,” Fletcher commented as they passed a computer store that had definitely been ransacked. “The things that people take. What good are fancy laptops and tablets now?”

“I guess people just took the opportunity to steal valuables when they saw it,” Patrick mused. “People are always out to make some money. Or were. In the early days, we didn’t expect this to last so long.”

“Maybe not.”

“Look at it positively,” Patrick said. “They’ll have left all the things that are actually still useful to us.” His eyes glinted in the torchlight. “And it’s all free to us now.”

Patrick was right. They reached a clothing store that was still stocked, garments folded neatly and hung with care on clothing rails. Half-dressed mannequins stood sentry as the boys explored the bounty. Whilst they still wore army fatigues on watch and patrol - for warmth against the icy temperatures, as much as for protection - there was nothing better than peeling off their biter-soiled clothes at the end of the day and trading them for more comfortable attire.

They grabbed some fresh pajamas, slippers and hot water bottles; items they couldn’t find in the outdoors store. As the boys stuffed their finds into their rucksacks, Fletcher thought longingly of the nights’ sleep that awaited him.

“Are dressing gowns too bougie for the apocalypse?” Fletcher asked, holding up a fluffy number.

“There are toweling robes back at the hotel…”

“Since when?!”

“Sadie found them in the laundry cupboard the other week.”

“She didn’t tell me that…”

Fletcher returned to the fluffy pink gown to its rail. There was no need to carry more than they needed; it would only weigh them down. They’d learnt that the hard way.

Fletcher left Patrick choosing new pajamas and a bottle of fancy perfume to take back for Zoe. His feet wandered aimlessly towards the shoes. They didn’t really need shoes, the outdoors store stocked with an ample supply of walking boots. Still, it didn’t hurt to look…did it?

Fletcher ducked into a trainer aisle, browsing absent-mindedly at the brightly coloured attire. The trainers he’d worn to school that first day were still going, though the soles were beginning to fall apart. Maybe a new pair wouldn’t be the worst thing…

He rounded a corner and gasped.

Mounted on the wall in front of him were a pair of brand new roller skates. Fletcher reached out a hand tentatively, spinning the bright green wheels in awe. He was about to take the skates off their stand when something hard nudged his shoulder.

Fletcher swung, ready to attack-

“Gotcha.”

A mischievous grin spread across Patrick’s face. He waved a mannequin’s arm innocently at Fletcher. “Couldn’t resist.”

“Don’t do that,” Fletcher cursed, his heart racing.

Patrick caught Fletcher’s eyes wandering back to the roller skates.

“Why don’t you take them?” he asked.

Fletcher shook his head. “I don’t need them.”

Fletcher had quickly gotten used to living with the bare essentials. On patrols, they only tended to look out for items that were functional, that helped them survive. Necessities. There wasn’t much room for luxuries anymore.

“But you want them,” Patrick said with a smile. He winked at Fletcher. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

Fletcher smiled sadly. “It’s not much fun without someone else.”

He thought with a pang of the roller discos his parents used to take him and Cassie to when they were younger. They’d race each other around the roller rink, arms outstretched as if they were flying. In reality, they were just a pair of clumsy children trying not to fall over, but it felt magic at the time.

Patrick didn’t push the idea any further. He squeezed the younger boy gently on the shoulder, hoisting his rucksack onto his back.

“Is there anything else we might need?” Fletcher asked.

“Maybe some underwear…” Patrick said thoughtfully. “My boxers have certainly seen better days.”

“Yeah, they will if they’ve been anywhere near your stinky butt.”

Patrick shoved Fletcher playfully. Fletcher laughed, but the sound was silenced quickly as they heard a loud crash from the floor above. The pair whipped around, instincts on high alert as their torches cut twin beams of light through the darkened store. The sound had made the hairs on the back of Fletcher’s neck prickle. The deserted mall was truly giving him the creeps.

“What was that?” Patrick whispered.

“I don’t know,” Fletcher said. “But I don’t want to stick around to find out.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

“It’s definitely crooked,” Charlie said.

“I don’t think it’s that bad!” Zoe exclaimed. She stood back from the twinkling Chrstmas tree they’d erected in the hotel lobby. She admired their handiwork, tilting her head this way and that. “Maybe it’s leaning to one side a bit..”

“I wasn’t talking about the tree.”

Zoe glanced across at Charlie to see him examining his nose in the reflection of a shiny silver bauble. After it had broken, Zoe had done her best to push the bones back into shape, but without anesthesia, she had been limited to what she could do. She’d prescribed a cold compress and painkillers, but in all honesty, it wasn’t Charlie’s nose that she’d really worried about. It was Charlie himself.

“Quit checking yourself out,” she said, trying to keep things lighthearted. “You’ve still got your rugged good looks, broken nose or not. And you call me vain…”

“It just doesn’t look the same,” Charlie insisted. Sighing, he placed the silver bauble on an outstretched branch.

“Without surgery it won’t look the same. Not that it looks bad,” Zoe added quickly. “I actually think it adds character…and people are suckers for a roughed up hero, anyway.”

Charlie was quiet for a moment. Zoe sensed there was something he wasn’t saying. She didn’t want to push him. When Zoe had been patching Charlie’s nose up, all he’d said was that he’d experienced a flashback to their time at the school, back when the world had started to unravel. Zoe had listened, giving him the chance to talk whenever they were alone. She’d had colleagues back at the hospital who’d worked with trauma victims before, and she knew how deep the scars that people couldn’t see ran. But Charlie had always seemed closed off about it. Until now.

“It isn’t the shape that bothers me so much,” he said quietly. “It just reminds me…that I zoned out. That I lost it.”

“Charlie…”

“That hasn’t happened before. I felt like I lost control. Like I lost myself. And it made me feel…like I’m not sure who I am anymore, Zoe.”

Charlie reached out and fiddled absentmindedly with a stray piece of tinsel. He avoided Zoe’s gaze, and so Zoe averted hers, pretending to rejig the fairy lights. She’d hoped that putting the tree up would ease the darkness that had seemed to settle over Charlie since they’d moved into the hotel, and whilst it wasn’t exactly going the way she’d planned, she was glad that his guard was finally coming down. That he was ready to speak about his struggles. She knew how hard that must be for him, someone who was always used to being a role model. Someone who was used to everyone else expecting so much of him.

“You know, that’s okay,” Zoe started gently. Charlie scoffed quietly, but said nothing. “It’s okay not to be okay. After everything we’ve been through…nobody blames you for that. I don’t blame you for that.”

“At least when Nora was around, I could pretend,” Charlie said, his expression drooping. “You know, pretend to be the person that I was, before this all began. I felt like I could keep that up, and if I pretended long enough, maybe it would still feel natural. Now? I feel like I’m finding myself all over again. I don’t feel like I’m…okay anymore. I couldn’t control having that flashback. And I’m scared it’ll happen again. And keep happening until I lose myself completely. I’ve never lost control like that before.

“It’s trauma,” Zoe said sadly. “It’s your brain’s response to a stressful trigger. Like those soldiers you hear about, coming back from war? It’s the same principle. You were reliving a traumatic event.”

“None of you guys experience that.” Charlie looked down at his feet, his shame clear in his expression.

“We’re all dealing with this differently, Charlie. There’s no right and wrong answer. Just because we don’t react the same way it doesn’t make you any weaker. Sure, some people seem to adapt easier. But you’ve been fighting to keep us going this whole time. We wouldn’t have made it out of the school alive if it wasn’t for you. Patrick and I don’t have your strength, but we’ve seen our fair share of nasty injuries, so our strengths lie elsewhere. We’re here to patch things up, and we respond quickly because we’re used to high pressure environments.”

“But I worked under pressure too,” Charlie said. He stared at his feet, his face scrunched up in frustration. “I was captain of the football team! That’s pretty high pressure.”

Zoe smiled sadly. “But that’s in a football team, Charlie. A life and death scenario is much harder to navigate than a football field. We knew our weakness from the start and we learned to fight to survive. We’re used to seeing death…you weren’t. You aren’t. Of course that takes its toll on you. Fletcher? He was just a kid when this all started. It’s easier to desensitize it all. And yeah, it’s easier to learn that stuff when you’re younger. But you can teach an old dog new tricks.”

“An old dog?” Charlie said with a shadow of a smile. “Really? Way to kick me when I’m down, Zoe.”

“You get my point. We’re all still learning and that’s different for each of us. Look at Alby! You can tell he was the unpopular kid at school who always sought validation, probably from the likes of you and your football team. He’s seen this as an opportunity to start over; be someone he wasn’t before. He’s learned that underdogs can come out on top after all, if you’re clever enough about it. It’s hard, figuring out who you are as a survivor and where you fit in.”

“That’s the thing,” Charlie said quietly. “I don’t feel like I fit anywhere.”

Zoe took Charlie’s hand and squeezed it. “You fit with us. We are always going to need you, Charlie.”

“Am I interrupting?”

Zoe turned from the Christmas tree to see Alby hovering behind them. He seemed to have a way of sneaking up on people. He constantly flitted about The Fortress, making sure that everything was just the way he liked it. It had even taken some convincing to get him to agree to putting up a Christmas tree. They’d found it in storage, and it was agreed that they could put it up so long as it didn’t interfere with their duties. Alby sniffed as he looked the tree up and down. If Alby disapproved of their decor now, he’d hate what was in store for Valentine’s Day.

“I can come back later,” Alby said. Zoe smiled at him. At least he’d asked before interrupting them. Maybe he wasn’t as socially inept as Zoe had been led to believe. She hoped then that he hadn’t heard her talking about him.

“You’re not interrupting at all,” Zoe said, taking a step back.

“Will and Hakim are on watch,” Alby informed them, as if they didn’t know the rota by heart. “Are you guys ready to take over soon?”

“Sure, we will be,” Zoe said. “We’re almost done here.”

“What do you think Alby?” Charlie asked, gesturing to the tree.

Alby narrowed his eyes as he surveyed the tree. He pointed to the silver bauble that Charlie had just put on the tree. “This bauble is out of place.”

“Oh,” Zoe said, holding back a laugh. Alby didn’t seem to have anything else to offer to the conversation and left as quickly as he had arrived, perhaps on the lookout for someone else to boss around.

“I know where he can shove that bauble,” Charlie murmured, just loud enough for Zoe to hear him. He made a rude gesture with his hands at Alby’s retreating back. Zoe bit down on her lip to hide her laughter.

At least he still had his sense of humor.

“You didn’t say Uno!” Will said triumphantly.

Hakim groaned. He selected a card from the battered deck. With a smug grin, Will placed his last card - a sneaky plus four - down with a flourish. He reveled in the small victory as Hakim threw his cards down on the camping table huffily.

“I told you I was the master of Uno,” Will said.

“I don’t want to play anymore,” Hakim sniffed. “Besides, we’re meant to be on watch…”

“Bullshit. You just don’t want to lose again…”

Will shuffled the deck for another game. He and Hakim were in fact on watch, sitting sentinel at the top of the barricade. But since waving Patrick and Fletcher off as they left for the day’s patrol, the boys had yet to see another soul - dead or alive. The few survivors that they had crossed paths with whilst on patrol had decided to chance it alone. Nobody could quite believe that a group of teenagers had managed to fortify an entire hotel. The offer was so good, it almost sounded like a trap. And Will had to admit, in their position, he’d have been skeptical too. Now, more than ever, those left alive had their wits about them.

Early on, Zoe had suggested going back to the school to rescue the kids they’d left there. She’d been shot down quickly by Alby. He claimed that the school would likely be overrun by now, if the situation were as dire as it had been when they left. But Will secretly suspected it was more that Alby wanted people to look after him, rather than people who needed to be looked after. And so they left the school alone, hoping that survivors would stumble by chance upon The Fortress.

But tonight, save for the occasional hoot of a lone owl, the evening was quiet.

“What games are you actually good at?” Will asked. “I’m bored to death here…”

“I’d absolutely trounce you at bingo.”

“Bingo? Dude, did I not just say I was bored?”

“You asked!”

“It’s hardly a game of skill though, is it? You just tick off numbers on a card. Besides, I didn’t survive an apocalypse to spend it playing bingo with you.”

Hakim chuckled. “How else did you think you’d be spending it?”

Will had never really given it much thought. Sure, now on quiet watches he wondered whether it would be possible to outrun a biter on rollerskates. Now that he’d been left with nothing but time, he’d questioned the superpower that would be most useful against the biters (Hakim thought being able to fly, whilst Will chose being invisible). But mostly, Will was just trying to get by each day like the rest of them.

Will didn’t want to ruin the life he had now by mourning the life he thought they’d have. True, he missed parts of his old life dearly. His feet ached for his surfboard, and the feel of the cold waves crashing over him, soaking his wetsuit. His hands itched to climb rocks ten times his height, and he missed the burn in his calves from hiking. But he was still alive to remember those things. Still alive to have the chance to do them again someday, if he was lucky. And even though he often felt restless, that was what kept Will going. That, and having his two best friends to get through it with.

“I certainly thought there’d be less laundry,” Will finally settled on as an answer.

“Come again?” Hakim looked bemused.

“You just never see the boring stuff in the movies, do you? All the work it takes to keep a group like this afloat.”

“Well it’s hardly a plot point…”

“Try telling Alby that. You’d think it was the main event.”

Over the weeks, Will’s friends in The Fortress had fallen into a routine of sorts, overseen by Alby. But though they were strong, keeping their home safe would be much easier if they had more hands to help. And it wasn’t just about the watches, patrols and making the barricades more secure. No; Will was starting to realize there was a lot more to apocalypse survival than simply being the fastest or the strongest.

There were a lot more chores than Will anticipated. He’d never done so much cleaning in his life; the shared laundry pile was a never-ending task. The garbage still needed taking out every other day, to dumpsters that were already overflowing with waste. And on top of that, Alby had them constantly taking inventory of their food supplies, making sure that nobody ate more than their fair share. It was a system, and it worked. Through careful food preservation plans - and assuming their group grew no bigger - Sadie estimated they had enough food to sustain them for another two months. What came after that was anyone’s guess.

Will suspected that Alby was scheming away, working on plans for their future. He certainly seemed to enjoy being head of The Fortress. Nobody else had challenged him, or stepped up as leader.

Nobody else wanted to shoulder that heavy burden.

Ignoring Hakim’s protests, Will began dealing them another hand of Uno.

“Hey, Patrick and Fletcher are back,” Hakim said, nudging Will.

“I’m not falling for that trick-”

“No, seriously!”

Will looked up from the cards, and saw that Hakim was right. In the dying light, he could just make out two figures walking towards the barricade. Will felt his chest deflate with relief. He hated waiting for his friends to return.

“Well it’s about time. They’ve been gone for ages…”

Uno forgotten, Will watched them approach. He frowned. Something looked off about the pair. They were moving down the alley slowly, and one of the figures was leaning on the other for support. Will felt his stomach drop.

Please don’t be injured…

Will reached for the binoculars in his pocket, fumbling with the thick lenses to bring them to focus. He peered into the gloom, squinting as they emerged from the shadowy darkness.

“Hang on…”

Will looked at Hakim. The crease between his friend’s eyebrows told Will that Hakim had reached the same conclusion.

The figures approaching The Fortress weren’t their friends at all.

“Who are they?” Hakim said in barely more than a whisper.

“A guy and a girl,” Will said, consulting the binoculars. “He’s supporting her…she’s limping. And…” Will swallowed the lump in his throat. “There’s blood. Lots of it.”

“What do we do?”

“I don’t know,” Will admitted. His gut instinct told him to help them. But there was a voice in the back of his head telling him to be wary.

A voice that sounded a lot like Alby.

“Please,” shouted the taller figure, who was holding the girl upright. He was stumbling under her weight. “Please, can you help us! My girlfriend - she’s injured-”

“Who are you?” Will shouted back.

“My name’s Hunter,” he shouted back. “Please, she’s bleeding-”

Will watched as the boy called Hunter tripped over the cobbles. His face was glistening with sweat, and there was desperation in his voice.

“She hasn’t been bitten,” Hunter shouted. “But she needs help. Please.”

“How do we know we can trust him?” Will asked Hakim quietly.

“We don’t. But if that was us…”

“We’d want them to help,” Will finished grimly.

“Exactly.”

“Wait down there!” Will shouted to Hunter, his mind made up. The pair could be survivors just like them, trying to muddle by the best they could. And they clearly needed help. “We’re coming down!”

Will grabbed the walkie talkie from his belt as Hakim grabbed his knife. Will watched his friend scale down the metal scaffolding with nimble ease. Will swung his leg over the barricade, following his friend’s descent. They’d had plenty of practice, but this felt entirely new to Will.

“Will to Alberto, Will to Alberto, over.”

The device crackled immediately with static. “Don’t call me Alberto.”

“Fine Alby. We have a Code Red situation, over.”

“Survivors?”

“You got it. One looks injured, over.”

An unearthly moan reached Will’s ears over the crackle of the walkie talkie. Will paused. He knew that sound. It was a sound that still sent shivers up his spine. A sound that could only mean one thing.

Biters.

Will squinted in the darkness, and saw what he’d mistaken to be shadows behind Hunter and his companion moving. The darkness seemed to ripple, bodies emerging from alleys beyond with a tell-tale clumsy, lethargic gait.

Making their way right towards the barricade.

“Crap,” he cursed.

Will brought the walkie talkie to his mouth again.

“Err Alby? We also have a Code Dead situation over here.”


Chapter Four

“You could try being a little more careful with the trolley,” Cassie scolded. Heidi tried to reverse the metal shopping trolley out of the shelf she’d just crashed into.

“I told you, the wheel is wonky!”

“You’re making a racket! You’ll wake the dead – quite literally.”

As if on cue, a lone rotter, attracted by the noise, stumbled out from behind a cardboard display. Its long fingers clawed the air hungrily, reaching longingly for the two girls. Abandoning the trolley, Heidi drove her screwdriver through its soft forehead with a squelch. It always amazed Heidi how rotters differed from humans, their skulls growing softer like marshmallows. The rotter crumpled to the ground as Heidi wiped the screwdriver on her stained jeans.

“Happy?” she asked.

Cassie nodded, but Heidi could see that her friend was on edge.

“Well, I bloody love Christmas Eve,” Heidi said cheerily, hoping to distract her. Cassie hesitated before she took the bait.

“How would you be spending the day?”

“Lazing in front of the fire and watching Christmas films. With a huge box of chocolates, of course.”

“And Eliza?”

“Oh, she’d be plotting ways to annoy me. And getting away with it too.”

The comment earnt a half-hearted chuckle from Cassie. “Well, at least you don’t have that to deal with this year, considering you’re spending it apart. But we’re still all set for chocolates.”

The girls had been lucky on the first floor of the mall, coming across a stack of boxed chocolate truffles. Her mouth watering, Heidi had stashed the boxes in the trolley. Chocolate was a rare treat, and Heidi would be damned if she spent a Christmas without it.

Now on the second floor, Heidi spotted a small pop-up Christmas section. The display was sure to hold an array of equally tacky and festive treasures. Heidi shot Cassie a mischievous look.

“No…” Cassie warned.

“Come on, my little elf,” Heidi said. “We’re going in!”

Before Cassie could argue, Heidi steered the trolley towards the display. Cassie cast furtive glances around the darkened store before following her cautiously, always on high alert for any rotter activity.

“Now Christmas pajamas is one tradition I’ll definitely miss,” Heidi mused, her heart tugging a little at the thought. “They always got me in the mood…”

“Hmm. Something tells me this Christmas won’t be quite as jolly as previous ones.”

“Cheer up,” Heidi said, though the comment tugged on her heart a little. “Look at the positives. There’s no Christmas Eve shopping rush. And a permanent one hundred percent off sale! Look at all the freebies we have to choose from.”

“True. And for once, I’m glad they started stocking up Christmas merchandise in September.”

“Ha. Stocking. Stocking. Get the pun?”

“Very funny,” Cassie said, rolling her eyes.

The store was a wonderland of tacky colorful decor. Cassie grabbed a length of pink tinsel from a hook along the wall and wrapped it around her neck, strutting about in her new attire.

“I take your tacky tinsel and I raise you two baubles!” Heidi declared, hooking two red baubles over her elfish ears and striking a pose.

“I don’t think we’ve ever looked better, Heidi,” Cassie joked, but Heidi could see the tension in her friend’s body. She held it in her shoulders, even as she draped more and more tinsel around them. She could see it in her eyes, which never looked at Hedi once, always drawn to reflective surfaces so she could watch their backs. And Heidi could see the way Cassie’s hands had begun to shake the moment she’d left the farm, trembling as she drove them further away from the only safety they’d come to know.

But if there was one thing Heidi was good at, it was keeping things light, even in the darkest of circumstances. Keen to raise a real smile from her friend, she led them deep into the Christmas store. Heidi grabbed two Santa hats off a rail, pulling one over her hair – which was thankfully starting to grow out after Poppy’s disastrous hairdressing attempt. The other, she rammed forcefully onto Cassie’s head.

“Much better,” Heidi decided.

Cassie itched at the fur lining. “It’s making my hair all static.”

“It’s all that Christmas spirit. It’s electric. Oooh…I know exactly what I’m getting Rori for Secret Santa.”

Heidi grinned, reaching past Cassie to pluck a rather revealing Mrs Claus outfit from the rail, complete with fur-topped knee-high socks. “I think he’ll suit this…don’t you?”

“Do you do anything other than torture that poor boy?”

“Not really…fun, isn’t it?”

Cassie chuckled as Heidi dumped the outfit in the trolley and they trundled through the rest of the shops, chucking in the odd decoration or gift that appealed to them. Heidi figured they could always add to the Christmas tree they had at Ginge’s farm. Sprucing it up would make the kids smile, at least.

But though they had fun selecting rolls of colorful wrapping paper and humming Christmas tunes softly, the girls were constantly alert, hearts thudding in their chests. They weren’t safe, nor were they under the illusion of safety. They were far out from home – several miles felt like a hundred now – and in a town center that had once been teeming with people. People that could easily have turned rotters. Rotters that could lurk anywhere, dormant until the smell of fresh meat hit their noses. The pair had come across a handful just getting to the mall and found the bodies of others lying dead – truly dead – in the road. A careful inspection of the bodies identified them as fresh. Heidi suspected there had to be survivors nearby, and powerful ones at that. Survivors who were strong enough to be capable of defeating so many. Heidi had shivered at the thought. She didn’t want to run into anyone on their trip. She didn’t want any trouble.

But she did want to Christmas shop.

And Christmas shop they did. Heidi steered the trolley in the direction of a clothing store, where they treated themselves to new jumpers, jeans, and sturdy pairs of winter boots. Cassie had already picked out a Secret Santa gift for Eliza, but she collected a bobble hat and scarf too. The trolley now half-full, they headed to the toy store next door and began to browse for presents for Hannah and Billy.

“We’re going to have to spoil them rotten,” Cassie said.

“Rotten?” Heidi raised an eyebrow.

“Poor choice of words.”

“I think we could all do with some fun,” Heidi agreed, throwing in a game of Twister and a paint set. They passed a shelf dedicated to board games, and Heidi knew they’d be life-savers for keeping them sane the longer they stayed at the farm. Heidi didn’t want to think how long that would be, but she thought that a few games of Monopoly would pass the time nicely. And so the board games and packs of cards went in, as well as a teddy bear for Hannah and toy tractor for Billy.

With the addition of toys and games, their trolley was beginning to overflow. Heidi wasn’t sure how much they’d be able to fit in the car, but she was willing to at least attempt to get it all in. If their first ever apocalyptic Christmas was a bust, she’d never forgive herself.

Heidi was beginning to struggle under the weight of the trolley as she pushed it through the upstairs arcade of the mall. Despite the strain, she managed to flash Cassie a grin as they neared the bookstore. A bell tinkled gently as they crept inside, eyes and ears alert for undead activity. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases lined the walls of the store, bursting with thick volumes that promised romance, sci-fi, horror, teen fiction…just the smell of the books was enough to make Heidi’s head spin. She let out a deep sigh of contentment. Even an apocalypse couldn’t take away the magic of books. Heidi had missed losing herself in a bookstore for hours on end, escaping inside books with stories better than her own.

“Restrain yourself,” Cassie warned, “Only one book each. We won’t have enough room in the car. I think I'll steer clear of the horror section though..."

“My thoughts exactly. How about two books?" Heidi bargained. Cassie wavered.

“Fine. It’s a deal. Meet back here in five minutes.”

“Okay. Stay safe,” Heidi said a little absent-mindedly. She had to remind herself of where they were before she lost her head entirely. Sinking to her knees, she found a brand new hardcover copy of a book she had been waiting for for years. She hugged it to her chest, a swell of happiness gathering in her heart..

“Best freebie ever.”

Cassie tucked their abandoned trolley away behind a bookshelf. She had no intention of wheeling it around with her while she was alone. She would need both hands free to fight, if it came to it. In truth, the abandoned mall freaked Cassie out. She’d been excited at first, about the prospect of raiding the stores. The department store, in particular, had been home to many entertaining afternoons when she was younger, racing Fletcher down the aisles as their mum tried on outfits in the changing rooms.

But the mall wasn’t the same place anymore.

The stores they’d once shopped at were derelict, some ransacked, others left to collect dust as the world died. The bookstore was thankfully the latter. Cassie ran a hand gently over the book spines, searching for a story she could escape into. Just reading over their titles and the hush of the bookstore soothed Cassie. She felt her shoulders relax slightly as she wandered.

It didn’t take long for Cassie to find two books she wanted for herself, hugging a time-travel romance and a dystopian fantasy to her chest. She was about to head back to the trolley when a gardening book caught her eye. It was a book on how to grow a variety of different herbs with glossy pictures to match. Breaking her own rules, Cassie added it to the books already in her arms. She knew that Ginge would appreciate it. It couldn’t heal what Ginge had lost, but it may cheer her up just a little.

Cassie understood Ginge’s pain all too well. A day didn’t pass where she didn’t think of her younger brother. Was he still alive? Had she done enough to try and save him? Her heart ached for the answers to those questions. The thought that she might have left him in that school to die alone haunted her all the time.

Cassie knew they all carried demons on their shoulders these days. Ginge blamed herself for what happened to Warren. Heidi often went out to the tree in the front yard to read Toby’s name, reminding herself that she couldn’t save him, refusing to forget that it had happened. Warren had often voiced his guilt for not saving Gemma right back at the start of things. They tortured themselves daily with the memories of the dead whilst walking among the living.

And there it was again. The feeling that plagued her. Sucking out the good from their bad situation. Cassie wanted to give herself a shake. She heard footsteps behind her and sighed. She’d been so lost in her thoughts again that she’d forgotten where they were.

“Sorry Heidi, I’m coming n-”

But she didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence.

Because a hand slammed hard over her mouth, a body pressing against hers.

Someone was trying to silence her.

Cassie struggled for a moment against their strong grasp, trying to bite at the hand clamped over her mouth. Panic swelled in her chest as her captor tugged her backwards. She almost tumbled to the ground, but her captor held her upright even as she fought.

A loud breath rattled in her ear, but it didn’t sound like a rotter.

This was human.

“Stay quiet,” a voice hissed in her ear. “If you want to live, don’t make a noise.”

“Let’s try Tesco,” Eliza said, pointing to her right. Luke swerved the car unskillfully into the parking lot, where several rotters limped aimlessly between the abandoned cars. Eliza could imagine the chaos there on the day it all began. Hopeless women stumbling around in professional heeled shoes, dressed for work, trying to do their early morning shopping as rotters pursued them down the aisles. Young cashiers screaming as people fell dead on their check-out conveyor belts. Overconfident men stepping in to try and save the day, but ending up among the first dead. Looking out the window, she saw a creature still in uniform heading straight for them, a broken leg trailing slowly behind it, leaving a stream of red from a burst cyst.

“Let’s get this over with quickly,” Joe squirmed. Eliza could tell that he was nervous, being away from the farm. She couldn’t blame him. The further away they drove, the more her skin crawled, and the more she started thinking about the possibility of never making it home.

The three of them got out of the car and Luke locked it. They set off at a careful jog across the icy car park towards the supermarket. Eliza’s hair whipped her face, so she took the trusty bobble from around her wrist and tied her hair back in a hasty ponytail. These days she had half a mind to ask Poppy to shave it all off and save herself the bother. She had no interest in fashion, and sometimes she lay awake at night, worrying about the thought of a rotter clinging on to her long hair and getting her killed. She shuddered at the very thought.

The automatic doors were no longer working, but they had been smashed open to allow someone to enter. Or exit, perhaps. Someone had obviously been there before for supplies, judging by the mess inside. But as they cautiously entered the store, Eliza could see that there was at least some stock left on the shelves. She just had to figure out if it was useful to them.

“Follow my lead,” Luke hissed into the quiet darkness. An overwhelming stench of death hit them as they picked their way through the broken glass. Luke adjusted his glasses and peered around at the sound of guttural breathing.

“Sounds like we have some rotters,” he whispered. “Nothing we can’t handle.”

Eliza glanced at Joe. He was pale at the best of times, but he was practically ghostly at this point. He wasn’t used to going on these runs, but Luke had insisted that he go with them. He’d decided somewhere along the way that they all needed more ‘world experience,’ as he’d called it. They all needed to be capable of leaving the farm should they need to. They didn’t know when their lives might depend on someone being able to handle themselves in the field. In the field, Eliza thought to herself, rolling her eyes. Luke’s rubbing off on me.

“Why don’t you take this one, Joe?” Luke asked, nodding to a rotter as it rounded one of the shelves. Drool hung from its lip at the sight of fresh meat. Joe hesitated, looking like he wanted to protest, but then he stepped forward on unsteady feet, raising the machete he’d taken from Ginge’s farm for the occasion. Eliza could see that his hands were trembling, but when he sliced the machete across the rotter, separating the top half of its head from the base, she knew there was nothing to worry about. Joe might be uncomfortable, but his strength came in handy. He could slash through twenty rotters like slicing through butter.

“Well, I suppose that worked,” Luke muttered. “Try to conserve energy though. You don’t want to work too hard for it and run out of steam. That’ll get you killed.”

Eliza knew that Luke was mostly just trying to scare him, whether to keep him alert or to keep him in line. He always had some scheme in mind. As Luke walked ahead, Eliza patted Joe’s back awkwardly.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “You’re doing great.”

She ambled quietly after Luke, keeping her wits about her. She wasn’t too fond of being out in the open either. She was a little more seasoned than Joe and had been on a number of runs before, but every time she was out there, she could feel fear crawling all over her skin like a bug. Especially after what happened to Warren. She shook her head, loosening the thought from her mind. That was the last thing she needed to think about now. She just had to focus on surviving this trip, on taking home something good for her friends. Then, maybe they could enjoy Christmas and forget their troubles, if only for a day.

“Split off,” Luke whispered when he saw that Eliza and Joe were following him. “You don’t have to follow me around, I’m not your mother.”

“Thank God for that,” Joe muttered, making Eliza smirk. Eliza nodded to Joe and ushered for him to follow her. Luke might be fine walking around a rotter-infested supermarket on his own, but Eliza knew she’d prefer the company. She wanted someone there to cover her back if anything went wrong. Especially someone like Joe, who made up for his fear with his strength. The pair of them had that in common.

Whoever had broken in previously had clearly not had the sense to take things that would last. Eliza found that only Bounty chocolate bars remained in the confectionery section, along with a handful of stray Maltesars that had spilled from an opened packet. Typical, Eliza thought. Even in an apocalypse, people won’t go near a Bounty.

In the next aisle along, they found some dry pasta, noodle and rice packets and stuffed them in their rucksacks. Joe went to grab some sauces, but Eliza shook her head.

“Not worth it unless we find nothing else,” she explained. “They’re heavy to carry and won’t fill us up. Better to eat things plain than to have well seasoned pasta.”

Joe’s shoulders sagged. “Wow, this sucks.”

“I know. Don’t tell Heidi that we saw sauce. She’ll go crazy if she finds out that we left it behind.”

Joe wavered before slipping a jar of sauce into the pocket of his coat. “Does this count as a compromise?”

“I suppose it does.”

The pair of them continued their shopping sweep. They hit the jackpot with canned foods, discovering endless tins of soup, baked beans, canned meats and tinned vegetables. It was such a stroke of luck that Eliza began to pile them into her bag at speed, as though frightened that the booty might disappear. Perhaps the rural area means less people have stumbled across this place, Eliza thought. She hoped that was the case. She didn’t want to have a run in with anyone who might be hiding there, hoarding the goods for themselves.

The sooner they got out of there, the better.

Both Eliza and Joe filled their bags until they were fit to burst. They found several big bottles of water in a pack which Joe picked up, his strong arms straining to carry them as they headed off to find Luke. He was in the process of silently dispatching a rotter when they found him. He raised his eyebrow at them.

“Found something good?”

Eliza nodded. “Lots of stuff. Lots of cans.”

“We found flour and yeast for Poppy to cook with, dried fruit, muesli, nuts…”

“Great. I’ve got a bit of room left in my bag. Let’s find something to top me up and then we can get out of here.”

Five minutes later, they were keen to go. They were deep into the supermarket at this point, picking up the dregs of the supplies available. Eliza felt satisfied, knowing that what they had found would stave off starvation for at least a few weeks. She knew it would cheer up everyone back at the farm, too. They could all use some good news in time for Christmas.

“Alright, back to the car,” Luke said.

It was then that they heard the crackle.

The three of them froze. It was the unmistakable sound of feet crunching on broken glass. Someone, dead or alive, was entering the way they’d come in.

“Behind me. Fall into formation,” Luke whispered. Eliza did as she was told, her heart skipping several beats. She told herself to breathe, to not lose her nerve, but it was hard when there was obvious danger ahead of them. Any person, living or dead, was a threat to them now. She knew better than to think otherwise.

The three of them moved in a triangle formation, edging forward to the entrance of the supermarket. It was then that they saw the rotters shoving past one another to get inside. Luke cursed.

“They must be able to smell us. It’s drawing them in,” he hissed. “There aren’t that many, we can take them…”

He fell silent as they watched a group of at least fifteen rotters heading in from the car park, fighting to scrabble through the doorway. Eliza shook her head.

“We’re not equipped for such a big group…the sound of fighting will draw others from inside. We need to try and find another exit.”

“We should go up,” Joe said decisively, pointing to the escalators. “We might be able to defend ourselves better from higher ground. And there might be a fire exit we can take to get back to the car.”

“And if there isn’t? And we get stuck up there?” Luke demanded.

“We haven’t got time to discuss it,” Eliza said as the rotters ambled forward, their hungry moans sending a shudder down her spine. “Let’s go.”

The entrance was now surrounded, more and more rotters scrambling through the broken glass. With hungry eyes and ravenous fingers tearing at the air, they drew closer by the second. Luke wavered for a moment before rushing for the escalators, his slight limp slowing him down a little.

The rotters were far too close for comfort. They’d veered lazily in the group’s direction the second they changed paths. Eliza slashed at the first one that tried to block them, stumbling onto the unmoving stairwell behind Luke. Joe took up the rear, coaxing the rotters to follow him before swinging the heavy pack of water bottles at one of their heads. The leader toppled backwards, scattering the others like dominos.

The stairs felt steeper when they weren’t moving, and the bag on Eliza’s back weighed heavy on her small frame, but she ran up the stairs as fast as she could. At the top, Luke was in the process of stabbing a rotter through the eye. He turned to look at her, his eyes wide in anxiety.

“There’s more,” he said, dislodging his knife. “We need to hurry.”

Joe and Eliza reached the top. Already, more rotters were clambering over the fallen ones to try and scale the escalators. Soon, there would be too many for them to handle and they’d be overrun. Eliza spotted a fire exit sign across the shop floor and pointed it out.

“There!” she cried, even as more rotters spilled out from between the aisles, their faces sagging from their bones like melted wax. Luke nodded.

“This aisle looks clear.”

They all made a dash for it as fast as they could. As they reached the middle of the store, Luke cried out, a rotter throwing itself at him from behind a shelf. Eliza leapt into action, tackling the rotter away from him and thrusting her knife into its skull, making it still. Luke had fallen to the ground and was trying to get up, but when he put weight on his foot, he crumpled back down with a cry of fury.

“My bad ankle…” Luke gasped, his eyes wide in pain and full of unshed tears. He swallowed them back. “I’ll be too slow…leave me. I’ll get you killed.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Joe snapped. He turned to Eliza. “Can you carry the bottles?”

“Sure, but-”

Joe dropped the bottles and quickly scooped Luke up, tossing him over his broad shoulder. Any other time, Eliza might’ve been amused by how easily Luke balanced on Joe’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes, but she was too frightened to see the humor in it. She snatched up the handle for the pack of bottles and grunted. It was heavy. Heavier than she should be carrying. But they needed it, and the three of them needed to get out alive. It wasn’t a choice between the two. They simply had to do both.

Eliza and Joe fell into step, both of them slowed by their heavy loads, but still ready to fight if they had to. The sound of the rotters was building, filling Eliza’s ears and heart with terror. But they were close. They were so nearly at the door. Joe made a grab for the handle as three rotters closed in on them at all angles. Eliza made a swing at one of them with her knife, but the weight of the water bottles was throwing her balance off. The second Joe was through the door, she slammed it closed behind them.

They began to run.

It was a desperate scramble to make it to the car. The muscles in Eliza’s arms were crying out as she carried the water, but she gritted her teeth and carried on. It’s only pain. You’ll be okay, it’s only pain. Just make it ten more seconds. Get back to the car…”

Luke fumbled for the car keys as Joe carried him, opening the vehicle for them to make their getaway. Joe put him down next to the passenger seat while Eliza opened the back doors, shoving her supplies across the back seat. Adrenaline was clouding her vision and her thoughts. They were so close to getting out, so close to winning the day…

And that was when something hard hit Eliza straight in the face.


Chapter Five

“If you’re able to stay quiet, I’ll let you go. Can you do that?”

Cassie nodded, though her first instinct was to scream. She didn’t know why the man was holding her hostage or what his intentions were, but she knew any sudden movements would get her killed. She was trembling as he let go of her and she turned to face him. She was surprised to see a boy of around her age, his eyes weathered by stress and fear. She wondered whether she too had aged since the apocalypse began.

“I’m sorry if I scared you. But I’m here with someone who might not take kindly to you being here. He’s not very good at making friends,” the boy whispered. He stuck out his hand formally for her to shake. “I’m Angus. My friends call me Gus.”

Cassie frowned. Where had she heard that name before? It wasn’t exactly a common one. She shook his hand as she tried to recall who he might be. And then it struck her.

“Gus…you met my friends a month or so back. You were at the bakery. You were wielding a baguette.”

Gus quirked a smile. “My legacy lives on. You’re from the group on the farm?”

“Yes…I’m Cassie. I’m here with Heidi.”

“I met her before,” Gus said with a solemn nod. “She was the one who wanted to give us a chance, but your friend Luke wasn’t so keen. I don’t intend to throw her to the sharks, anyway. We should find her before Ross does.”

Cassie’s heart skipped a beat. Surely not Ross that Heidi shared her history class with? The world was beginning to feel suffocatingly small. And suddenly, it made sense why Gus didn’t want them to cross paths with Ross. She could only imagine how that meeting would go.

“Come on,” Gus motioned, “Let’s go get her.”

Cassie and Gus crept around the sides of the shelves, looking around them for where Heidi might have got to. Cassie wondered where Ross was if he was with Gus. She guessed he couldn’t be very far away. And if that meant them being absolutely silent so as not to get caught, then she’d hold her breath for as long as her lungs would allow.

They found Heidi sitting cross legged, tucked between a few shelves. She had a book open on her lap and her trusty screwdriver in her hand, ready to kill.

“Heidi,” Cassie hissed. Heidi looked up immediately, readying herself for trouble, but she did a double take as Cassie and Gus both joined her behind the shelves.

“Gus?” she said, frowning as she looked between the pair. “What the hell?”

“Shh!” Cassie said again. “Gus says we need to be quiet. He’s here with Ross.”

“Ross?” Heidi said, blinking several times. She looked at Gus. “Came from the college? Brown hair, handsome but he knows it, kind of self-important? And also a massive coward?”

“That’s the one,” Gus murmured.

“You’re hunkering down with him? Jeez, your taste is bad…I thought I told you to stay out of trouble?”

“And I told you I couldn’t make any promises,” Gus said with a tired smile. “He seemed okay when he took us in…”

“Was that before he started torturing small animals and stealing dummies from babies?”

Gus grimaced. “Something like that.”

Heidi’s face softened. “Are you safe?”

Cassie turned to look at Gus and saw the fear flickering in his eyes. He wavered, unsure how to answer the question.

“For now,” he settled on. He glanced between the pair of them with pleading eyes. “But I’ve been looking for ways out. For me and my friends. We’re staying at a local school-”

“Did you meet a kid called Fletcher?” Cassie blurted before she could stop herself. She knew it wasn’t the time or place, but she might not get another opportunity to ask about him. Gus shook his head.

“No…I’m sorry. Is that someone you know?”

Heidi caught Cassie’s eye as she sagged. She didn’t want to admit how much the news disappointed her, but her body was already betraying her. If he wasn’t there, where was he? She swallowed.

“It’s okay. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“It’s alright, I understand. We’re all hoping to hear good news about people we know, right?”

“Right,” Cassie agreed. “How has it been? At the school?” 

Gus shook his head. “We’ve been okay…but Ross is crazy. He’s like a dictator. And he’s hurting kids. Killing them, sometimes. Quinn and I try our best to keep an eye on things, but we’re worked to death protecting the school. And there’s more…there’s a horde outside our walls. It’s only a matter of time before they break through. It’s been gathering since the start, I guess, and so far, the walls have held. I think it’s too far away from the actual building for the rotters to smell us, which might be what’s kept us going. But when the walls break down…we’re all going to be dead meat.”

“You should just leave. What’s stopping you? You could take down that scrawny git if you needed to,” Heidi insisted. Gus shook his head.

“There are too many kids still at the school. I can’t leave them behind in good conscience. But persuading them to leave is no easy task. I’ve been trying to convince Ross to lead the way, to get everyone to safety…but he insisted on us coming here. He told me it’s a supply run, but I don’t know…something feels…off.”

Heidi chewed her lip. “Where is he now?”

“He was checking out a camping supply store. I told him I’d meet him back in five minutes…it’s been at least ten. He’ll come looking for me.”

“Then we’re running out of time,” Cassie whispered. “We want to help you. We really do. But it’s…it’s complicated.”

Gus nodded. “I know. Your friend Luke made it clear last time we met that he doesn’t just take in any waif or stray. But this…this could be life or death. Can you tell him that?”

Cassie felt a pang of pain in her heart. He was just like them - a kid trying to save his own skin. He was beaten down, but still fighting. How could they turn him away when he was begging for help? When he was begging for his life like they could hand it to him?

“We can’t take you back today,” Heidi said. He nodded.

“I know that. It’s too complicated.”

“Exactly. And I know you won’t leave your own behind…not without a backup plan. So we’ll need to meet again. Do you think you can make it here a week from now? You can bring Quinn and Tomas, we can bring a few of our own. We’ll do our best to bring our friends around to the idea…and we can figure out how to save as many of you as possible.”

“Yes…yes, I can do that.”

Heidi rooted in her backpack and produced an old crumpled map. They rarely used it anymore since they didn’t go far. Cassie knew Gus would likely need it more than them. Heidi took out the pen she always kept in her bag too and circled the farm on it.

“If for some reason we can’t make it…or if you change your mind about just getting the hell out…you can find us here. Do you think you’d be able to make it?”

Gus nodded, a look of desperation in his gaze. “Yes. Yes, I can work with that. Thank you. You really are a good egg. I only wish…I wish that we’d been able to come with you from the start.”

Heidi wilted. “I know. I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

Gus held his chin a little higher. “I guess we can call it character building,” he said, a half-hearted joke. “I’ll be here. A week today. You promise you’ll be here too? In this store?”

“We won’t let you down,” Cassie promised. Gus was about to respond when the sound of footsteps stopped them all in their tracks. Peering through the shelves, Cassie could just about make out a figure stomping by outside the shop.

“Gus? Where the hell did you go?” Ross shouted, about to veer into the shop. Cassie saw the flash of panic in Gus’ eyes before he dove out from behind the shelves and greeted Ross.

“Right here,” he said in a jolly tone. “Sorry. I didn’t want to bore you by dragging you around a bookstore. It’s not a fun place to go for a man who can’t read.”

Ross shot a glare at Gus. “I can fucking read, you idiot.”

“Sorry. My mistake.”

“You’re supposed to be watching my back and gathering supplies. What use are you when you’re bloody window shopping?”

“You’re right. I’m useless,” Gus said monotonously, clearly trying to appease Ross. “Are you ready to leave? I’m due to start a shift back at the school soon. And it’s Christmas Eve. I’m not really in the mood for trouble.”

“And why would there be trouble here?” Ross asked, his voice laced with suspicion.

“No reason. I’m just saying.”

“Fine. I left some supplies outside the camping store. You’ll carry them to the car.”

“Aye aye, captain.”

Ross turned to leave the store and Gus’ shoulders visibly sagged. Poor Gus, Cassie thought to herself. He didn’t turn back toward them, but he waggled his fingers at the place they were hidden behind the shelves, a silent goodbye. Then he followed Ross out of the store and their footsteps faded away.

Cassie and Heidi remained crouched behind the shelves for some time, both of them silently agreeing that they had no intention of crossing paths with Ross. When they eventually left their hiding spot, Cassie poked her head out of the bookstore to scout out the mall with a sweeping glance. There was no sign of Ross or Gus outside the camping store or anywhere else. Cassie turned back to Heidi.

“What do you make of all that?” Cassie asked. Heidi looked irritable, scuffing her shoe against the ground.

“I always thought that we made a huge mistake in not letting those boys come with us in the first place. Now I know that we did. We owe them for leaving them behind, for leaving them vulnerable to someone like…like Ross.” Heidi shook her head in disbelief. “I always knew that guy was an asshole…but not like this. Not in such an awful way.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Cassie assured her. “But it’ll be okay. We’ll come back next week. That should be enough time to persuade some of the skeptics…”

“And if it isn’t?”

Cassie pressed her lips together. “Then we take them on anyway. Really, who is going to fight us on this? Luke? He won’t have so much power when it’s ten of us against him on the issue. They’re just kids.”

“In theory, Ross is only a kid too.”

“He’s no kid. He’s a monster. You don’t think that Gus is a monster.”

Heidi shook her head solemnly. “No. I don’t. And you’re right. I can’t face leaving him behind a second time. Did you see how desperate he looked?”

Cassie nodded. There was no doubt about it - he was terrified. They had to get him and his friends to safety before Ross’ madness got them killed.

Ginge sat on the window ledge watching over the farm, as she so often did now. There in the living room, she was rarely disturbed in the day. Everyone had jobs to do, especially her, but she sometimes neglected some of her duties now. The cows needed to be mucked out and the kids needed to be cared for, but Ginge couldn’t face any of it. So she just sat and watched out over her frozen lands, waiting for something to change. Waiting to start feeling better.

The house was quiet, save for the children playing in the other room. The sound of their happiness stung Ginge in a way she knew it shouldn’t. It wasn’t their fault that they were young, that they didn’t quite understand the new world they lived in. It wasn’t their fault that they’d been careless at the garden center…

One tender moment. One kiss.

And now Warren was dead and gone.

Every time Ginge thought about it, it was like somebody was wringing out her insides. Tightness coiled in her chest. Her stomach cramped. She had lost weight, unable to eat much even as they all battled with hunger pains. It was simply too much for her. Sometimes, her breaths came out as gasps and it felt like the air available to her was never enough. Sometimes, it felt like her body was dying, and her heart wasn’t really committed to living anyway.

Her friends did everything they could for her. For weeks after Warren’s death, they took turns in holding her as she cried, soothing her to sleep, enduring the moments where she lost control and snapped at them. She hated those moments the most, when she lashed out and hurt the people most dear to her. She knew they were trying to help her, and she wanted to be grateful. But grief had twisted her into an ugly creature she didn’t fully understand.

She needed an exorcism.

Ginge had been pondering over what might help her for a long time, and every thought came back to the same place. A dark place that she never wanted to revisit, but she thought perhaps it was time to go there once and for all. If she kept on this way, she was certain she would drown in her sorrows. She couldn’t afford to. Too many people were relying on her. And no matter what her heart was telling her in that moment, she wasn’t ready to die. She didn’t want to give up. Warren would never have allowed that.

It was time to go outside.

She rose, trembling a little as she headed for the door. She passed Poppy in the corridor, who offered her a nervous smile. Some of them didn’t know how to act around her anymore, in her explosive, tender new form. She was a lot to handle, she knew that. But she would be better once she let go of everything she was feeling.

She was sure she would come back stronger.

“Where are you off to?” Poppy asked, her voice squeaking a little. Ginge stepped into her wellies.

“I’m going out into the fields.”

“What for?”

Ginge paused. “There’s just…there’s something I need to do.”

“Oh…okay. Shall I come with you? I’m not the quickest, but I can help if you need me…”

“No…it’s alright. Could you keep an eye on the kids?”

“Cara’s with them, I think…”

Ginge offered a small smile. “So keep an eye on Cara. You know what she’s like. Like one of the kids herself.”

Poppy smiled back awkwardly. “Yeah…although she’s been great lately. I think she’s really coming into her own, Ginge.”

Ginge blushed. She hated that she hadn’t been the one to notice her little sister blossoming. It was true, she was growing up. And Ginge was missing it. That had to change. She had to remember what was important. Family had always come first for her, and she’d lost sight of that in recent weeks. She didn’t want that to continue. Her expression hardened and she made for the door, walking away from the conversation.

“Don’t forget your coat and hat!” Poppy squeaked nervously. Ginge didn’t reply, and didn’t take the winter wear from the hook by the door. She wanted to feel the sting of the cold on her skin, to feel everything, if only to separate her from the unfeeling walking dead. She slammed the door behind her and strode across the yard, picking up a stray ax that was leaning against the house.

She wasn’t sad right then. She was angry. She wanted to swing an ax again. Shoot an arrow. Slash a knife. She wanted her revenge. For Warren. For the wasted time she’d spent feeling useless and sad and for the days she hadn’t risen until midday. The ax was heavy, especially after a month of not using it much.

But she knew she’d adjust once she began to kill.

Halfway across the field, close to where Gemma had been killed right back at the start, Ginge heard quiet moaning. She turned to her left where she located the noise, noticing a lump beneath a layer of dirty snow. The lump began to shift and move, sensing her presence. Ginge watched for a minute, and then a creature lifted its head, growling. A layer of snow sat on top of its skull like icing on a moldy cake, and its jagged teeth gnashed at Ginge.

But Ginge then noticed the absence of the lower half of its body. It wasn’t a threat. It was mostly immobile. And was perfect to take her anger out on. There was nothing to fear from such a helpless creature.

But she knew better than to ever believe in her own safety. She never would again after what happened to Warren. The tears began to fall down her cheeks. It should’ve been her. It would’ve been her six feet under if Warren hadn’t pushed her out of the way. He should be the one still standing there, reveling in the unfairness of it all. She almost wished he’d let her be the one to die.

Because life was painful. It always had been, but since the end of the world, it had become about so much more than hurting over your first crush or losing a loved one at old age. Nothing was promised. Anything they had or wanted, they had to fight tooth and nail for it, even just to stay alive. She’d seen her friends fight for their adult lives before they had even left teenage life behind. And the ones who died would forever be remembered as wasted potential. Ginge often thought about the life Warren could’ve had. But now she knew that he was never destined to have a future.

But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be mad about it.

She lifted her ax high above her head and with a fierce cry, she crashed it down onto the rotter’s head. It made no noise as she mutilated it further, hacking at the body of what was once a human. It didn’t feel human to Ginge. It didn’t feel like anything to her.

Only when the body was little more than bloody pulp did Ginge stop and turn to the stretch of land ahead of her, seeking out some more victims.

Heidi and Cassie were almost back to the farm. Their drive had been relatively quiet as they contemplated what had happened while they were at the mall. Heidi knew they were lucky they didn’t come face to face with Ross. She didn’t think he would take kindly to seeing her again, not after their last interaction. But at least she knew she had been right about him. He really was a cruel coward, a monster who would do anything to satisfy his violent needs. Heidi didn’t dare think about what he’d done to the kids at the school. She knew it had to be on Cassie’s mind too, but neither of them wanted to talk about it out loud. It made it all seem too real.

It was getting late. Their friends at the farm would likely be wondering where they’d gotten to. Waiting for Ross to leave the mall and provide them a safe path had allowed the winter sky to darken. Heidi could only hope that the other group had already returned and that they would all be safe and sound in time for Christmas.

As they drew up to the house, Heidi glimpsed Poppy sitting at the window, watching out for them. Upon seeing them, she rushed away to answer the door. Heidi gave Cassie a knowing look and she tutted.

“Leave us alone.”

“It’s cute. She’s waiting for you.”

“Heidi!”

“Just saying…”

Heidi’s heart sank when she saw that the other car was still missing, but she tried to keep a positive face on. As they got out of the car, Poppy appeared in the doorway, along with Billy and Hannah’s beaming faces. Heidi raised an eyebrow.

“Do you think they’re pleased to see us or just glad that there are presents in the car?”

“It can be both,” Cassie said, but her affectionate smile said it all. They headed up to the door together just as Ginge appeared behind Poppy. She was a little red in the face, and Heidi noted the bloodied ax left by the door. It looked as though Ginge had been busy while they were gone.

“Welcome home,” Poppy said, her own cheeks flushing as she saw Cassie’s face. She’s got it bad, Heidi thought.

"Did you see Santa?" Billy cried, hugging Cassie’s legs, his brown eyes wide with wonder. Cassie stooped to Billy's level. 

"If I tell you a secret, you can't tell anybody but Hannah, okay?" Cassie whispered, and Billy nodded with rigorous enthusiasm. "We saw Santa. He said you and Hannah have been very good this year, and to expect lots of presents on Christmas Day!"

"Wow!" Billy breathed, grinning. "Do you think he could take us to the North Pole on his sleigh?"

"Santa deals with presents, not miracles, Billy," Heidi said, ruffling his hair. Billy frowned.

“What about Christmas miracles?”

Heidi shrugged. “Well…you’ve got me there.”

"So, you found some good stuff?" Ginge asked, managing a smile. No one commented on the speck of rotter blood that had nestled between the freckles on her cheeks. Heidi grinned.

“We certainly did find some good stuff! Avert your eyes, kids, present alert! No presents for children who peep before Christmas!”

Cassie headed back to the car to gather some of the presents with Poppy while the kids ran off to make sure they didn’t see a single gift. Heidi looked Ginge over. Her hair was wild and Heidi knew exactly what she’d been up to. She didn’t want to comment on her ways of getting over her grief, but she wanted to check she was alright.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m okay,” Ginge confirmed. “Are you? You look worried.”

Heidi chewed her lip. “Something happened at the mall…but I think we can wait until after Christmas to talk about it. I don’t want to cause any arguments or debates before Santa makes his rounds. As long as the others make it back safely...I’ll be satisfied.”

“But you’re okay?”

“Of course I am. It’s Christmas,” Heidi said with a bright smile, even if she didn’t feel much like smiling at all. The two of them hugged, and Heidi felt as though she’d broken through a barrier. Like she’d found the old Ginge again, and that everything was going to fix itself.

They headed into the living room. The room was warm and cozy, the Christmas tree and the hot fire immediately relaxing Heidi’s muscles. But then she remembered that Eliza wasn’t back yet, and nerves settled inside her. Cara sat in an armchair and patted her knees for Hannah and Billy to curl up on top of her, nestling into her with smiles on their faces. They didn’t understand the dangers their friends might be in, but it was better that way.

Rori was waiting for Heidi. He shot to his feet when he saw her and hugged her close. Heidi closed her eyes and held him back. Whenever she went anywhere without him, it almost felt like she had an arm and a leg missing. They spent so much time together now that being apart was a strange and unwelcome sensation.

“I was worried,” Rori murmured. Heidi pulled away from him and shoved his shoulder playfully.

“Don’t get all soppy on me. I’m here now.”

Rori raised a smile. “I never told you what I was worried about. I was worried you’d come home with all sorts of silly Christmas presents for me.”

Heidi tapped the side of her nose. “That’s for Santa to know and you to find out.”

“Oh God, what have you got me?”

“Never you mind. Come and sit with me at the window. I want to keep an eye out for Eliza and the others.”

They sat down on the sofa, their necks craned so that they could see the front yard. As Cassie and Poppy hauled gifts into the house, Ginge sat down on the arm of the chair next to her siblings, holding them all close. Heidi knew that when her sister came home she wouldn’t accept hugs, but she ached for her to come back anyway. It felt like so much could go wrong, that their friends were isolated and alone out there. If they didn’t come back, they wouldn’t even be able to recover their bodies. Heidi squirmed at the thought, feeling sick to her stomach. Only Rori’s comforting arm on her shoulder made her feel a little better.

They waited for hours. The sky darkened more and more and so did Heidi’s mood. It didn’t help that the kids were so excited, not understanding what was at stake. Cara put them to bed early, and Heidi envied their innocent belief that everyone would be there in the morning. With the kids in bed, the rest of them sat silently, waiting for some sign of their friends. Cassie dutifully began to wrap up the presents and put them under the tree and Poppy helped her, the pair of them quietly discussing ribbon and how much sellotape to use. Heidi zoned it all out until all she could hear was her heartbeat in her ears. She wanted to go out and look for them, but they had all made an agreement - sending people out in the dark to look for others was never a good idea. They were twice as likely to land themselves in trouble then.

They simply had to ignore the elephant in the room - that their friends might not be home for Christmas.


Chapter Six

Ross was a man of few words, but even Gus could tell that something was off with him. The car was filled with supplies, they’d had a good run, but he didn’t seem to be thinking about any of that. Gus wondered whether Ross was thinking about how different Christmas would be for them all that year. Maybe he was thinking about his family and his traditions and what he was missing. Maybe he was getting in touch with his softer side.

If that was true, perhaps Gus could approach him now about leaving the school. Perhaps now that Ross was at his most vulnerable, he might consider getting them out of there. Even with the promise of Heidi’s group meeting him on the horizon, he still wanted a Plan B. He wavered for a moment, trying to think of how best to talk to Ross.

“Spit it out, Gus,” Ross said. “Stop shifting around and tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Well…you said we’d talk about moving locations today,” Gus reminded him. “I guess we’ve been busy so far with the supply run…but it’s just you, me and the road right now. Have you had any more thoughts about the matter?”

Ross simply scoffed and shook his head, as though Gus had asked a stupid question. Gus shifted in his seat. He hated silence more than anything, especially with a person who already made him uncomfortable. He cleared his throat.

“Look, Ross-”

“I don’t want to hear it, Gus,” Ross said. “I never wanted to hear it in the first place. I just thought you might let it go if I let you have your moment in the sun. But it’s not enough for you, is it?”

Gus held back a long sigh. “I’m not interested in taking your position, Ross, I’ve told you. I just don’t want to wind up dead. Don’t the rotters outside the walls scare you?”

“No, they don’t,” Ross said, his voice level. “And I’ve told you it’s not a problem. So why do you keep looking for problems, huh? You’re making my life difficult.”

“That’s not my intention.”

“Then it’s in your nature, right? You just can’t fucking help yourself,” Ross said darkly. “What’s a guy to do when the thorn in his side keeps imbedding itself deeper?” There was fire in his eyes as he glared over at Gus. “You rip it out.”

Gus let out a nervous laugh. “That doesn’t sound like a good idea…sounds bloody and messy.”

“Sometimes that’s the way things need to be,” Ross murmured. And it was only then that Gus’ heart leapt and he noticed that Ross had slyly pressed a knife to Gus’ side, his other hand still casually turning the steering wheel.

“If you move an inch, I’ll stab you. And you won’t die right away. You’ll bleed heavily and for a long time and then I’ll feed you live to the rotters. Understood?”

“Ross, come on…”

“Say you understand.”

Gus swallowed. He didn’t really fancy having a knife stuck into his side, and he knew Ross was capable of it.

“I understand.”

“Good. Now, I’m feeling generous. I’m going to give you the same chances I gave the others,” Ross growled. “A chance to run and save yourself. It’s not in my hands anymore the second I let you go. I wish I had more time…I’d love to sit you down in my interrogation room and pry your fingernails from your hands, cut off a few toes, rip that smile of yours right off your face…I’ve wanted you gone for a long, long time, Gus. But Quinn would never let it stand. He’d be on me like a wolf. He’d ruin everything. And I need guys like him. I’ll just have to convince him you’re dead. So you get this one chance…a chance to run from here and start anew. I won’t hunt you down…so long as you disappear, you can go.”

Gus’ heart was beating too fast. What was Ross implying? He had a sadistic smile on his face as they neared the border of the school. It was only now that Gus realized why they’d taken this route, the long way around.

The sound of the rotters was deafening, earthy moans and cries that made Gus want to shudder. Some were clamoring at the walls of the school, while others stood dormant, as though waiting for something. Heads were beginning to turn toward the sound of the car approaching.

“See any familiar faces out there, Gus?”

Gus swallowed. He did. He could pick out the faces of the kids who had disappeared, even now as their flesh rotted away and their clothes sagged on their thinning skeletons. This was how Ross kept the rotters at bay - his sacrifices that kept the rotters too busy to turn fully toward the school. Some of the corpses hadn’t even had the strength to return, picked clean and left to rest forever on the road.

“It’s your turn,” Ross said, slowing the car to a stop. “Out through the sunroof. I won’t have you leaving me to the rotters. One wrong move and I’ll sever an artery. You’ll be rotter chum in no time.”

“Come on man…it’s Christmas. Are you really doing this?”

“You brought it on yourself,” Ross said. The rotters were all beginning to turn toward the car, slowly ambling closer. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone. We’re all staying here. And without you interfering, we won’t have any problems. Goodbye, Angus. I suggest you get out quickly. The rotters are faster than they look. Every second counts.”

Gus was panicking. He’d never been surrounded by so many rotters at once, especially not alone and only with a knife to protect himself. He clambered through the open sunroof, crouching atop the car, but he froze when he realized how much of a death trap he was truly in. Ross had parked up right beside the horde, and they were coming for him. Ross had never intended to let Gus get out alive. He wasn’t giving him a chance at all.

Gus wondered if it would be better to take his chances with Ross in the car, but before he could try and clamber back inside, Ross reversed fast, throwing Gus off the roof and to the ground with a hard thud. He managed to cushion his head with his hands, but his whole body felt like it was immediately bruised, and the jolt had made him dizzy. Gus looked around frantically. As Ross drove away, back around the side of the school with their supplies, Gus cursed under his breath.

He was going to die there.


Chapter Seven

Zoe raced after Alby towards the barricade. All she’d heard was that someone had turned up hurt, and that was enough for her nursing instincts to kick in. She was used to responding to a crisis, and though The Fortress was a very different environment to the wards she’d trained on, the instinct was still the same.

As they approached Will and Hakim, a boy stumbled through the gap in the barricade. His arms were wrapped protectively around his companion, as if he were afraid to let her go. Her head lolled against his neck, her face pale. She was barely conscious, blood spilling from a large open wound on her thigh. Her clothes were stained red. In his other hand, the boy clutched a bloodied sword. Zoe didn’t have time to dwell on how strange that sight was, or wonder how he’d come about the weapon.

“Thank you,” the boy panted as he came to a halt.

“And you are?” Alby asked the boy curtly.

“Hunter,” he said. “This is my girlfriend, Freddie. But please, she really needs help-”

“Why should we help you?” Alby asked, eyes narrowed.

“Alby,” Zoe warned. “She’s bleeding out-”

“Answer the question,” Alby said, ignoring Zoe and speaking directly to Hunter.

“Because I can’t lose her,” Hunter said. There was a desperation in his voice that made Zoe’s heart squeeze. “I’ll do anything. Please.”

“Alby,” Zoe interjected loudly. “This girl needs help. And I’m going to help her.”

Alby turned to her. “For all we know, that could be a bite-”

“I do know, actually,” Zoe stated. “That isn’t a bite, Alby. I know a puncture wound when I see one.”

“We don’t know if we can trust them,” Alby argued. He was clearly prickled. “This could be a trap, we don’t know where they’ve come from-”

“Look,” Will interrupted. He cast a nervous glance at the barricade, which was beginning to buckle under the pressure of the horde. The moans of the biters on the other side were getting louder. “Can we decide this later? We’ve got a situation here, and we’re going to have more casualties on our hands if we aren’t careful.”

Even Alby couldn’t argue with that logic.

Without another word, he stormed off toward the hotel. Zoe shot a nervous glance at Will and Hakim, who were at the barricade readying for battle. Zoe didn’t envy them. She hated getting up close and personal with the biters. She’d take treating a war wound any day.

“Go,” Will urged her. “Take her inside. You’ve got your duties and we’ve got ours. We can hold down the fort here.”

Zoe nodded, rushing to Freddie’s other side. She hoisted the semi-conscious girl’s arm over her shoulder, shifting some of her weight off Hunter. Not that he looked like he needed the help; he towered over everyone around him. But his lips twitched gratefully at the gesture. He looked exhausted. Blood was matted in his blond hair, his face slick with sweat.

“Let’s get her inside, quickly. We have medical supplies,” Zoe said reassuringly.

“I can’t thank you enough…”

“That’s okay; it’s my job. I’m a nurse, I know how to deal with this. I’m sure I can get her patched up. I’m Zoe, by the way.”

“Well, Zoe, I sure am glad to meet you.”

“When did she lose consciousness?” Zoe asked as they carried Freddie in the direction of the hotel after Alby.

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“It might help me understand how much blood she’d lost. It doesn’t matter too much,” she added quickly at the stricken look on Hunter’s face. Worrying him was the last thing Zoe wanted to do. “I can still treat the wound. But it would help if you could tell me how she got it?”

“Right. I can do that. We were trying to escape a horde of those things,” Hunter explained. “We climbed over a fence to get away from them. We were almost over it when one of them grabbed her ankle, and she fell on a spike.”

Zoe saw Alby wince out of the corner of her eye. Most injuries didn’t phase Zoe any more; she’d tended to all sorts over her training. But she sometimes forgot that others didn’t share her strong stomach. Especially not someone like Alby, who she struggled to see ever getting his hands dirty. Clumsily, they reached the ground floor bedroom that they’d converted into an infirmary. Before ditching the ambulance, they’d had the sense to strip it of all its medical equipment they might find useful. It wasn’t a hospital, by any stretch, and it had been mostly unused, save for the occasional scrape or burn - or broken nose in Charlie’s case. It wasn’t ideal, but in a situation like this, it was a lifesafer. And Zoe would never forgive herself if she couldn’t help a patient.

Together, Zoe and Hunter lifted Freddie onto the bed. Hunter crouched beside his girlfriend, his sword falling to the floor forgotten as he took her blood-soaked hand in his. There was a tenderness there that made Zoe warm to this seemingly gentle giant. He’d done what he could for her, and it was Zoe’s turn now to do her part. With a pair of clean scissors, Zoe carefully but quickly cut away the clothes around the wound, exposing it.

It was worse than she suspected.

The puncture wound was deep and jagged. Freddie was incredibly lucky that the spike had avoided a major artery. But she couldn’t tell Hunter that now, not when his girlfriend had lost so much blood. Not when her eyes had started to close, the color drained from her face.

“Alby, you’re going to have to help me.”

Alby suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Are you sure? I could get Sadie-”

“We don’t have time,” Zoe snapped. “There are gloves in that bag over there. The last thing we need is this getting infected.”

Alby wouldn’t have been her first choice, but he was her only choice. In truth, she wished Patrick were here. They were used to working as a team, both so in tune with each other as well as with standard medical procedure. Reluctantly, Alby fished out a pair of white gloves and passed Zoe a pair, which she slid on quickly. As Zoe did her best to staunch the flow of blood, Alby pulled his own pair of gloves on, looking completely out of place. He was out of his comfort zone, but Zoe needed him to focus.

“Tell me what I need to do,” Alby said quietly. “You’re going to have to guide me through it.”

“I will,” Zoe promised. “Just follow my lead. You’ll be fine.” But as she said this, she hoped he could handle it. She was grateful she had someone there to help her out, and she found it easier to talk through what she was doing as she worked.

“What do you need?” Alby asked.

“I need bandages and gauze. There’s antiseptic too in that bag over there, and tweezers too if there’s any dirt in the wound. We need to clean it quickly so we can stop the blood.”

Alby rummaged through the bags, almost throwing the items at Zoe in his haste. He was certainly doing his best to obey orders. He even brought over a bowl of clean water from the bathroom, and a cloth. With practiced care, Zoe dunked the cloth in the warm water and quickly started cleaning the wound. With the pair of tweezers, she gently eased out some gravel that had caught in the broken flesh. The wound was still fresh, so provided she cleaned it properly, Freddie would avoid an infection.

“She’s going to need stitches for this,” she said to Hunter. “We don’t have anything to numb the pain, so it will hurt if she regains consciousness. But I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

“I can stay with her…” Hunter said, lacing his fingers with hers.

“She’s in safe hands,” Zoe told him. “There’s nothing you can do here. But I’m sure our boys outside could use some help…”

She could tell that Hunter was reluctant to leave Freddie. Zoe didn’t blame him; if it were Patrick who had been injured, she wouldn’t want to leave him either. Zoe hated sending him back out there to fight when Hunter was clearly exhausted and anxious. But Will and Hakim were just two boys against a mob of hungry biters. Zoe shuddered to think what would happen if their barricade didn’t hold.

They’d need all the help they could get.

As Hunter picked up his sword and headed back out to the fight, with a last worried glance at Freddie, Alby turned to Zoe. For someone so self-assured, it struck Zoe as strange seeing him so out of his depth. She could tell that he didn’t like being a novice, and she hoped that meant he’d follow her instructions all the way to the end.

“What do we do now?” Alby asked.

“I need you to hold the wound whilst I stitch,” Zoe said. She showed him how, and Alby placed his hands where hers had been. His hands were thankfully still as he held the wound tight. It struck Zoe that he would have made a good surgeon in another life.

“Is this going to stop the bleeding?”

“Mostly. Some will still seep through though…”

When the first stitch went in, Freddie’s eyes fluttered open and closed. Zoe was glad that she was only semi-conscious. She worked quickly but with care, pulling together the broken skin and threading through it. She was surprised at the calm it brought her. But this, she knew how to do. This was her field. She could handle this, even if she struggled fighting the biters. When the stitching was done, she wrapped Freddie’s thigh in a breathable gauze. There would be time to air the wound later.

“What do we do now?” Alby asked again.

“We wait,” Zoe said simply.

Charlie swung his baseball bat onto the head of the nearest biter.

Gore splattered his clothes as he yanked the bat free from its skull for another attack. He hadn’t had time to change into his fatigues before the battle began.

On the roof, Charlie had watched the action unfold; the newcomers arriving, Zoe taking the injured girl under her wing. But his feet had frozen in fear when he saw the barricade begin to buckle as the biters swarmed it. They clawed at the tarpaulin with rotting hands, snarling at the feast hidden behind The Fortress’ flimsy walls. Charlie knew that Will and Hakim couldn’t handle the mob on their own.

Charlie wasn’t ready to fight again. But what choice did he have?

It’s just football, Charlie told himself as he aimed a kick at a biter’s stomach, sending it crashing backwards into its companions.

It’s just football, he repeated to himself as he brought the bat crashing down onto the fallen biter’s head, ignoring the others that reached hungrily for his ankles.

It’s just football, he told himself as he yanked his ankle free from a biter’s grasp and stamped down hard with his boot onto its skull. His foot sank through its head easily, spilling gray brain matter onto the cobblestones.

But Charlie knew that he was fighting two battles. One against the biters, and one against himself. He did his best to push intrusive thoughts from his mind, tried not to think of Nora, and the fact that he couldn’t save her. He tried not to lose himself, to cling to reality even as he felt himself slipping into the past. He forced energy into his tired muscles, willing them to fight when all he wanted to do was collapse. But he could feel himself losing his internal battle with each biter he took down. Charlie tried to tell himself that each monster was just a player on an opposing team, that they hadn’t been people just like him. Each smack of his bat was just a tackle for the ball, each kick just a chance at a goal. He did his best to ignore the fact that he was fighting on his own, that his teammates were scattered about too, just doing what they could to stay alive.

He looked across the battlefield of fallen bodies. Biters crawled over their comrades towards them. He saw Hakim and Will fighting back to back, encircled by a mob of biters. Sadie, like Charlie, had joined the fray, but was almost pinned against the metal barricade. She was taking just enough of them down to keep the advancing biters that slipped through the boy’s attacks from getting into The Fortress. Terror was in her eyes as she slashed at the horde with a meat cleaver from the diner.

But even with Charlie and Sadie’s help, they were outnumbered.

For each biter they took down, five more seemingly spilled into the alley, attracted by the noise of the bloodshed. The horde was so densely packed that Charlie couldn’t even see past them, couldn’t see the end of the slaughter. He was fighting elbow to elbow with the monsters. He felt claustrophobic, the biters closing in like walls around him. His nose was filled with the scent of their decaying bodies, their guttural moans the only sound he could hear. He felt their hands reach for his body-

Suddenly, he was back in the underground car park, Zoe’s hand torn from his as they raced towards the exit, water from the sprinklers soaking their skin-

You’re not there, Charlie told himself firmly. His hands shook, as he realized the drops of water on his face were a mix of tears and sweat. You’re here and your friends need you.

But Charlie realized that he could no longer see his friends. The biters obscured his vision, one mangled, pus-ridden face at a time. They filled his sight, each one he dispatched replaced by another. He searched beyond them desperately for glimpses of his friends.

You’re on your own.

Charlie saw a blur of motion to his left, something fast that sliced through the biters coming at him from behind. Something that moved faster than a biter ever could. Through the fallen bodies emerged a young man, his blonde hair damp with blood.

The boy who’d brought the biters to them.

“What’s your name?” he shouted to Charlie, slashing through the biters with - wait, was that a sword?

“I’m Charlie!”

“You got three coming up behind, Charlie.”

Charlie turned before the biter’s hands could reach him. He kicked the one in front down to the floor, stamping down on its head hard. He grabbed the shoulder of another, forcing its head down onto the knife he freed from his jeans pocket. The body slumped atop its fallen comrade, a tangle of limbs that a third biter stumbled over on its attempt to reach Charlie. Charlie smashed his baseball bat onto the back of its skull, clambering over the bodies to get away.

“Thanks…”

“Hunter,” the boy introduced himself without looking at Charlie. In the moment it took Charlie to catch his breath, he watched Hunter spear two biters through the forehead with the blade of his sword. The blade was so thin and Hunter was so fast that Charlie could barely see the weapon as it sliced down the horde.

Whoever Hunter was, he was good.

“We should fall back to the barricade!” Hunter shouted to Charlie. “They’ll swarm us if we don’t fight together!”

Charlie realized that Hunter was right. They’d just started fighting, with no strategy or thought beyond taking down as many of the biters as quickly as they could. But they weren’t working together. They were cutting separate paths to disperse the horde, leaving each of them open to attack on all sides.

“Stay with me!” Hunter shouted.

It wasn’t in Charlie’s nature to take orders. He was used to being the one to give orders. But there was something comforting about being told what to do, about not being the responsible one for a change.

As Charlie backed up towards the barricade, he stumbled into a pair of hungry outstretched arms. Losing his balance, Charlie fell to the ground, entangled with the biter that had grabbed him. Charlie felt its hand on him, clawing at his hood, the festering scent of rot in his nose-

There was a whistle of metal through air, and Charlie felt warm liquid splatter on his face.

Hunter stood above him. Up close, he was tall; he towered over the biters that surrounded them. But there was something about him…something Charlie couldn’t put a finger on. Because in spite of the blood that he was covered in and the sword in his hand, Hunter looked like a friendly giant.

Hunter reached out a hand and hauled Charlie to his feet.

“Sorry, I got a bit on you,” Hunter said, gesturing to the blood on Charlie’s face.

“Don’t mention it,” Charlie managed breathlessly.

“We need to fall back,” Hunter repeated, not unkindly. “Fighting alone isn’t working. You’re going in with the attack when what you really need to do is defend.”

A football analogy. Who was Charlie to argue with that?

He followed in Hunter’s wake as the taller boy carved a path back to The Fortress. Through the chaos, Charlie saw Will and Hakim doing the same, working their way through the crowd towards Sadie. Charlie bashed through the biters to meet his friends.

“There’s too many of them!” Will called. “We’re outnumbered!”

“Not if we work together,” Hunter insisted. “I know you have no reason to trust me, but one thing I’m sure we can agree on is that we don’t want to die tonight.”

“Agreed,” Sadie panted, slicing a biter with her cleaver.

“Form a line,” Hunter instructed. “Push back against the biters. Don’t let any of them get past us. Look out for one another. You aren’t going to win if you’re only fighting for your own lives.”

Hunter’s calm manner brought Charlie comfort. The words echoed in his mind as he turned to the oncoming mob. With his friends at his side, despite their terrified expressions, he felt safer. Stronger.

Maybe, just maybe, they’d be strong enough to make this work.

Zoe.

That was Patrick’s first thought when he and Fletcher rounded the corner to the alley that led to The Fortress. The laughter from the joke they’d just made died on their lips as they saw the horde that blocked their path to the barricade. The sense of unease that Patrick thought they’d left behind at the mall returned, stronger this time.

There was nobody on watch. Which could only mean one of two things.

Their friends were fighting.

Or the biters had taken them for their own.

“Oh shit,” Fletcher cursed. “We were only gone for a couple of hours…”

“I hope you’re ready for a fight, Fletcher,” Patrick said grimly.

Fletcher twirled his javelin at the ready. “Should we draw them out to us? Away from the barricade?”

“Good idea,” Patrick said. His heart was racing. He wanted to push his way through the horde, shove the biters aside to reach Zoe. He wanted to know that she was alright. But he also knew that they needed to be smart about this. And running straight into danger was an easy way to get them all killed.

“Noise draws them out,” Patrick said, remembering the ambulance’s sirens leading the biters to the car park. It felt like a lifetime ago now. But it had worked, and Patrick wasn’t in a gambling mood. Not when it was their lives at stake.

“Righto. Let’s make some noise…”

Fletcher swung his javelin, striking it against the metal pole of the nearest streetlamp. The clang of the impact rang out like a bell over the noise of the biters’ hungry moans. A few of the stragglers at the back of the hode turned their gray, sunken faces to the two boys.

“Not loud enough…” Patrick said.

Fletcher struck the streetlamp again and again, each impact ringing out over the alley. With every clang, more and more biters turned their attention to Patrick and Fletcher. Slowly, some of the biters started to change their target from the barricade to the easier feast behind them.

“Come on, pea brains,” Fletcher urged, readying his javelin for attack.

“Pea brains? Interesting choice of insult.”

Fletcher didn’t have time to reply. The first biters were upon them, and the pair launched into action. Patrick made the first attack, stabbing the nearest biter through its bloodshot eye. He threw its limp body into its followers, knocking them down like dominos. Fletcher speared his javelin through the soft foreheads of the fallen monsters in Patrick’s wake. The smell of blood and decay surrounded them as more biters ambled towards them.

Patrick grabbed the collar of the one nearest him, pulling the biter toward him. He sank his knife into its temple, dark blood pouring down his forearm as he tried to yank the blade free.

But the blade didn’t budge. Patrick pulled again, but the biter’s dead weight was pulling him down to the cobblestones beneath his feet. Patrick was faced with a decision; let go of the knife and lose a weapon, or risk being trampled by the horde.

He felt the knife’s handle slip from his fingers as the biter crashed to the ground, making the impossible decision for him. It was quickly trampled by more biters, making their way from the barricade. Patrick saw the hilt of his knife vanish beneath the mass. Grieving his lost weapon, he reached quickly for the second knife he kept in his belt.

But the knife wasn’t there.

Patrick’s blood ran cold. He must have dropped it.

He had no weapon against an army of the undead.

“Fletcher!” he shouted. A biter, as if knowing he was unarmed, lunged for Patrick, and all he could do was kick out to keep it at bay. “Have you got a knife?”

“Yes!”  Fletcher cried. Patrick could just make out the young boy’s blonde hair in the moonlight. “Where’s yours?”

“I lost it!” Patrick shouted desperately.

“Coming to you now!”

As Fletcher sunk the tip of his javelin through a biter’s stomach to keep it at distance, he slipped Patrick a knife from his pocket. They always carried a back-up for emergencies like these…but Patrick didn’t expect to lose two knives in one go. Patrick closed his fingers over the knife’s hilt, springing back into action. He stabbed and he slashed and he fought with every ounce of energy he had, always keeping his eye on Fletcher. After losing his knife, he didn’t want them to be separated, not even for a minute.

“Knock them to the ground first,” Patrick called to Fletcher. He brought his boot down onto a biter’s head, stabbing another through its sunken eye socket. “We need to get to The Fortress fast. If the barricade is still standing…”

“Stay close,” Fletcher warned.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

The boys fought and fought against the horde. Blood splattered their faces, covering their fatigues. Patrick hoped that it would mask their scent at least, but that didn’t stop him wincing every time he felt it on him. His hands were painted scarlet now, the handle of his knife slick with blood. He clutched it tightly in his fist, willing himself not to lose his last lifeline against the biters. Slowly, his arms aching from the strain of the fight, he and Fletcher inched closer and closer to the barricade.

They were so close now, that Patrick could finally see his friends. They’d pushed the biters back from the metal scaffolding, and they were surrounded by motionless bodies. Will, Hakim, Charlie, Sadie…and a boy that Patrick didn’t recognise, who sliced through the biters with such ease, they could have been pieces of fruit. He was tall, with broad shoulders and long arms that kept the biters at bay. Whoever he was, Patrick was glad that he seemed to be on their side.

“About bloody time you turned up!” Will shouted when he spotted Patrick and Fletcher. His expression, tense from the fight, seemed to relax slightly when he saw his friends.

“Better late than never!” Fletcher called.

“Where’s Zoe?” Patrick shouted desperately.

“She’s inside!” Will called back. “She’s fine, someone was injured-”

Relief washed over Patrick. He didn’t have time to worry about who’d been injured. Seeing his friends and knowing that Zoe was safe spurred him on, as he forced his tired muscles to keep fighting. They had managed to whittle down the horde now; he and Fletcher fighting on one side, the others moving closer to them with each biter that fell. Patrick kicked a monster in its large gut, watching Charlie finish it off with a swing of his bat into its skull. The boy Patrick didn’t know sliced clean through one biter’s neck with his sword, sending its head flying over the cobblestones to rest by Patrick’s feet.

When the last biter fell, Patrick felt his shoulders sag with exhaustion, panting for air. He might have had a strong stomach from his nursing years, but that only helped so much with the biters.

“Don’t rest just yet,” Will warned him. He clapped Patrick on the shoulder. “We’ve got a barricade to rebuild.”

Patrick groaned. This night was just getting better and better.

Alby was leading the interrogation.

Because that was what it was. An interrogation. Sure, against Alby’s better judgment, they’d helped bandage Freddie’s wound. They’d saved the pair from the oncoming horde of biters and would give them sanctuary to spend the night. But that didn’t mean that Alby was going to let them stay at The Fortress permanently. Not until he knew more about them. Not until he knew that they could be more of an asset than a threat.

Alby was thinking constantly of the many ways this could all go down. Hunter and Freddie could have been surviving together alone. Or - more likely, Alby thought - they could be part of a larger group, which resulted in further complications. Throwing them back out on the streets could prove just as problematic as offering them asylum if they were the type to take revenge. Or the type to know something good when they saw it and take The Fortress for their own.

The last thing that Alby wanted was a conflict to threaten his town.

So Alby was careful in his line of questioning. He didn’t want to leave any stone unturned, leave any variable unknown. It was their lives at play here, and Alby wasn’t about to watch his town fall because they hadn’t been careful. If he wanted to work on his plans to expand their defenses over the town, Alby needed more hands to keep The Fortress safe. But with more hands came more people, bringing with them new ideas and plots to undermine his authority and threaten their safety. More people meant more potential traitors, one way or another.

So Alby was in a conundrum.

“Where did you come from?” Alby asked, staring hard at Hunter.

“We were holed up in a manor house out in the countryside. Five or so miles away, as the crow flies. It took us about two hours on foot to get here,” Hunter explained carefully. That explains why he was carrying a sword, Alby thought to himself. He’d thought it an odd sight, seeing as his group at The Fortress made weapons out of whatever they could get their hands on.

Hunter may have been sitting in a room full of strangers in an unfamiliar hotel lobby, but if he seemed nervous, he didn’t show it. That in itself was something that made Alby suspicious, even if the boy did have dark shadows under his eyes and shoulders that slumped tiredly. He might look innocent, but Alby thought that everyone he met was guilty until proven innocent.

“Why were you here?”

“We were running out of food. Freddie and I volunteered to make the trip to the town to see what supplies were left and scavenge whatever we could find. Maybe see if we could find a car and some diesel, too. We’d planned to stay the night before heading back. But on the way back from searching some houses, we bumped into a group of those things, too big for us to tackle alone. So we ran. We reached a dead end; a fence leading into a park. I climbed over first, and helped Freddie over. We almost made it…” Hunter bowed his head. “But one of the biters grabbed Freddie’s ankle, and she fell on a spike. I managed to help her, but the damage was done. The blood just attracted more of them to us…to you.”

“You said you ‘volunteered’,” Alby said. “You’re part of a bigger group?”

Hunter nodded. “There’s seven of us at the manor house.”

“These people, how do you know them?”

“Freddie has been my girlfriend since high school,” Hunter said. He managed a smile, but Alby thought this was no time for sentiment. “The others we met along the way. Lily and Henry were already there when it started; they were on a class history trip. They let us stick it out with them; wait for it all to blow over, you know? Chrissie and Vic came across us a little while later. And Steve was the last to show up, maybe a few months back?”

Seven. A smaller group than those at The Fortress, but not by much at all. And the two who were on the class field trip, they couldn’t be much older than Alby’s gang. The thought comforted him somewhat.

Unless Hunter’s lying…

“Have you killed anyone? A person, not a biter?”

“Dude,” Will hissed at Alby. He looked aghast.

Alby ignored him, his eyes still on Hunter.

“No,” Hunter said, keeping Alby’s gaze. “None of us have. Why would we?”

“People can get desperate,” Alby said simply. “Sad fact of life.”

“Have you?” Hunter challenged.

“No. And I don’t exactly think you’re in a position to lead the questioning here.”

Hunter shrugged. “Maybe not, but trust goes both ways.”

“At least we can agree on that.”

“What you guys have done here,” Hunter said, looking around the hotel in awe. “It’s amazing. We’ve been going stir crazy rattling around that old house. I really appreciate you helping us.”

Alby nodded in acknowledgement. His questioning was complete, for now.

“You should get some rest,” Zoe said kindly to Hunter. His expression crumpled gratefully. “You can stay with Freddie, or there’s a room next door. I’ll be outside if you need anything, just give me a few minutes.”

Alby had asked Zoe to stay with Freddie through the night, under the illusion of being on hand should the injured girl need treatment. But the truth was, Alby didn’t trust the newcomers. Not yet. And he wouldn’t be able to sleep that night knowing they were under his roof without a guard.

Hunter headed in the direction of Freddie’s room, leaving the rest of the group in the lobby. Alby looked from one exhausted face to the next. Zoe, who still had a smear of Freddie’s blood on her cheek. Will and Hakim, covered in gore from the battle. Charlie, his face solemn. Patrick and Fletcher, who’d returned from patrol just in time to join the fray.

Only Sadie was missing from their numbers, having agreed to take the first watch and relieve those who had repaired the barricades from duty. The biter bodies that had been left slaughtered on the cobblestones would be cleaned up tomorrow. Hopefully their rotting scent would deter other biters from their compound tonight.

“What do you think?” Fletcher asked at last.

“It’s a good story,” Alby said. He didn’t want to give anything away. “If it’s true.”

“He seems pretty genuine,” Zoe said. “His story about the injury matches the wound, at least.”

“We saved his girlfriend’s life. Of course he seems genuine. You said it yourself, Zoe, that Freddie should rest for a few days. He clearly cares for her, so of course he’s going to act nice.”

“Well in that case, he’s unlikely to jeopardize anything that will help her, isn’t he?”

“He’s strong,” Charlie piped up quietly. Realizing that everyone was looking at him, Charlie cleared his throat. “We were close to being outnumbered at the barricade. There was what, four of us against the biters at first? Hunter just charged right in. I don’t think we’d have all made it out alive if he hadn’t brought us together.”

“True, he’d be a good ally to have,” Will agreed. “The man can fight. And where are your Christmas tidings of comfort and joy, Alby? You can hardly say there’s no room at the inn.”

“We’ve said all along that we want more survivors, Alby,” Fletcher said. Alby turned his attention to the younger boy. Fletcher seemed much older than his years now, much older than the kid who’d turned up at the outdoors store those months ago. “Well, now’s our chance. Hunter’s clearly a good fighter. He’d pull his weight here, I’m sure. And he’s not afraid of getting his hands dirty, if he’s willing to go on an overnight run for supplies. I can’t speak for Freddie, but she went with him, didn’t she?”

“And the rest of the group?” Alby asked.

Fletcher shrugged. “We won’t know unless we meet them.”

“I don’t want more of them coming here-”

“I thought you might say that,” Fletcher said sheepishly. “Which is why I think we should go to them.”

Alby was baffled. “Why on earth would we do that?”

“Because we’d have the upper hand! We could see what their place is like, get a feel for the type of people they are. Scope it out a little. Besides, we can look after ourselves. I’m sure we could handle any danger. Especially if we have you laying down the law.”

Alby thought about it. It wasn’t a bad idea by any means. More people to boss around did appeal to him. And after that evening’s fight against the biters, they could certainly use more manpower keeping The Fortress from falling down. If Hunter had helped as much as the others said he had, he would be a welcome asset.

“We could take Hunter with us,” Patrick suggested, building on Fletcher’s idea. The pair had a habit of doing that, Alby had noticed. Almost like brothers egging each other on. “But leave Freddie here.”

“She won’t be fit to travel for a few days anyway,” Zoe chipped in swiftly. She smiled at Patrick apologetically for interrupting him. “Not without crutches, anyway. And I think we all know that’s a big risk to take, now.”

Patrick nodded. “If we still have Freddie, Hunter wouldn’t want to double-cross us knowing she’s still in our hands, would he? If he were planning to do that, anyway.”

“Isn’t that kind of like…taking Freddie hostage?” Fletcher asked in awe.

Patrick laughed. “I’d call it insurance, personally. We’re not exactly asking for a ransom, are we?”

“This all depends if they want to stay though,” Will said. “Alby could have scared him off with his interrogations.”

Alby scowled. Could they not see he was just trying to keep them safe?

“What do you say Alby? Is it worth a shot?” Fletcher asked hopefully.

“Let’s do it,” Alby said finally. Fletcher cheered. “We’ll leave on your little field trip tomorrow morning. I don’t want to hang about.”

“Alby, that sounds great. Except that you’re forgetting one tiny detail,” Will said. He was met with blank expressions. “It’s Christmas Eve.”

Alby blinked at him, none the wiser.

“Tomorrow is Christmas Day,” Will continued.

“I’m versed in how a calendar works, thank you Will.”

“We can’t leave on Christmas Day!” Will protested. “Sadie’s spent the last week preparing our Christmas lunch! I’ve spent even longer thinking about it. We can’t go tomorrow.”

“I suppose the extra day wouldn’t hurt,” Patrick reasoned. His tired eyes looked around the group gathered in the lobby. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m spent.”

“That’s the festive spirit!” Will beamed. “Besides,” he said, throwing caution to the wind as he slung an arm around Alby’s rigid shoulders. “Christmas is a time for family, Alberto. And that’s what we are, whether you like it or not.”

Alby’s lips pursed with disapproval.


Chapter Eight

Eliza ran because she knew her life depended on it.

Her hands were covered in blood, but there was no time to think about that any longer. The sky was dark now, and she didn’t know how long they’d been trapped inside, trapped in the nightmare with…him. But as she watched Luke limp ahead, Joe half carrying Luke and his ruined foot behind him, she knew this was their one chance at escape.

The car was as they’d left it. The doors flung open, their supplies spilling out. That was where Eliza had been knocked around the head so hard that her vision blurred. Where she’d been before she was dragged into the butcher’s station at the back of the supermarket, unable to stop it happening. Where she’d seen the corpses hanging from meat hooks, and heard Luke scream in a way she’d never experienced before…

Like a pig going to slaughter.

Eliza had been sure that Luke would pass out as they made their escape, that he would fall down and be lost to them. But with a cry of pain, he flung himself into the front seat of the car, slamming the door shut behind him. Joe caught sight of an oncoming rotter and quickly dispatched it before heading for the passenger side. Eliza was grateful. She wasn’t sure she could stomach the sight of more blood today.

Eliza rushed to keep up, looking once over her shoulder to see if they were being pursued. She couldn’t see their captor in the darkness, but he wasn’t far away. That much she knew. Their escape plan wouldn’t hold him back forever.

The rotters in the parking lot were drawn to their commotion, and likely the smell of blood radiating off them all. It was time to get the hell out. Eliza got into the back seat, grabbing a lost bag of supplies as she went. She hadn’t even shut the door when Luke started to drive as fast as the car would allow. Eliza was thrown sideways onto the seat.

“Luke!”

“You’re being too slow,” Luke snapped as Eliza grappled for the door and slammed it. Her hands barely had a grasp because of all the blood. And then once they were away, surrounded only by silence, her hands began to shake. She stared at them, the red covering her entire hands like gloves. She felt scared to touch anything, to make it seem more tangible and real. She wanted to believe it was just an illusion of her mind. But she knew where that blood had come from, what she had done to get it on her hands. She could only imagine what Luke was going through in that moment.

Luke…

Eliza raised her head, finally clocking that the boy she had just seen go through hell was now driving their car. She stammered, fumbling for words.

“Luke…you can’t drive like this…your foot…”

“Well no one else can do it. I’m not letting an amateur drive just to die on our way home,” Luke said through gritted teeth. “I’m fine.”

“You…you lost two toes…you’re bleeding, your ankle-”

“I said I’m fine!” Luke snapped. “We nearly died for this trip so we had better hope it was worth it when we get back. I’m going to pull over in a mile or so, when we’re far enough away from that godforsaken place. Joe, you’re going to bandage my foot. Eliza, you’re going to keep watch. And then we’ll go back to the farm and pretend like nothing happened.”

Eliza’s mouth fell open. “But-”

“No, Eliza. We’re not telling anyone about what happened here today. Not anyone, not ever. That man…that man was a sadist. He’s enough to give any of us nightmares…we have enough to be scared of. We’re not letting this darken everyone else’s lives too.”

“What about us? What about what we went through? How are we supposed to just move on from it?” Joe asked, his voice trembling.

“We don’t. We just suck it up and carry on.”

Eliza shook her head. “You need Poppy to treat your foot.”

“I can do it myself. I know the basics.”

“Luke, why do you always have to be this way? Why is it always your way or the highway? Can’t you see we want to help you? We just-”

“I’m not ready to tell people about what happened to us. To me,” Luke said finally. Some of the fight had left his voice. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m not ready. I probably never will be. I’m the one who got the brunt of it…so let me deal with this my way. Okay?”

Eliza knew better than to fight back again. And Luke was right. She could still hear his screams reverberating her mind. Would she hear those cries forever? Whenever she felt safe or happy, would she return to that moment, tied to a chair, listening to her friend get tortured?

They’d never be the same.

When the car came to a stop, Eliza came back down to Earth. Joe rushed around the side of the car to help Luke and Eliza stepped out too, keeping her eye out for trouble. Her bloodstained hands were bothering her, so she grabbed a stale half empty bottle of water from the car and used it to flush away the worst of it. But she could still feel it, the phantom silkiness of it on her skin. It was embedded in the cracks in her hands, under her nails. And suddenly, she was reliving every moment all over again. Every rotter she had ever killed, every time her heart had leapt in her chest, the face off she had had at the supermarket with him…the man she would never forget.

The man with the face of a pig.

She scrubbed hard at her hands, trying her hardest to get the stains out. As Luke slowly removed his bloodied sock so that Joe could examine the damage, Joe watched Eliza’s display of distress.

“Alright there, Lady Macbeth?” Joe asked with a nervous laugh. Eliza stared back at him. She liked a Shakespeare joke as much as the next man, but it definitely didn’t feel like the right time for it. He pressed his lips into a thin line.

“Sorry. It’s the nerves.”

“It’s alright. I think I can forgive that,” Eliza murmured. She risked a glance at Luke’s foot and saw the red raw wound where his two smallest toes were now missing. She knew that he was pretty much screwed. Walking would be harder, especially since he’d hurt his ankle again. If he needed to run, he would struggle too. In this new world, that might get him killed.

And it wasn’t just that. From the start, he had been one of their best fighters. He always seemed to lead by instinct. He was the one who had gotten them out of college alive, trusting himself to know how to handle the rotters. And even then, when he first hurt his ankle, he had been one of their strongest fighters. If that changed, would the rest of them be able to survive?

It didn’t bear thinking about.

“Maybe leave your shoe off?” Joe suggested as Luke tried to stick his bandaged foot back into his shoe. Luke shook his head.

“No. No one can know what happened to me. They’ll start asking questions if they see the bandage.”

Eliza was infuriated, but she knew that nothing she could say would change Luke’s mind now that he had made it up. He would have to come to his senses on his own or not at all. But his pride was always going to get in the way in moments like these. It was the curse he had lived with all along.

No one said anything else as they got back in the car and drove toward the farm. Eliza checked the clock on the dashboard. It was almost midnight. No doubt their friends would be worried sick. But their fear was nothing compared to what they’d been through.

And they couldn’t even breathe a word about their ordeal.  

As they parked the car, everyone rushed out to greet them. Luke let out a huff through his nose.

“Not a word,” he growled before getting out of the car. Joe exchanged a quiet glance with Eliza before following suit. Act normal, act normal…

Eliza was glad when her sister threw her arms around her as she got out of the car, meaning she didn’t have to say anything to start with. She needed a few seconds to breathe, and she rested her chin on Heidi’s shoulder, holding back tears.

“Not even fighting back? What’s wrong with you?” Heidi asked, pulling back from Eliza. Eliza shook her head.

“Nothing. Just a long day…”

“What the hell happened to you all?” Rori asked. Luke, Eliza and Joe all exchanged a look, a look that said they weren’t willing to discuss what had happened.

“We got supplies. That’s what matters,” Luke said gruffly. “There was a lot of food left in the supermarket we found. But we’re not going back there. Not without a bigger team, at least. We barely survived this trip.”

“Did your limp get worse?” Poppy asked Luke with a frown. Eliza clocked the way he was standing now, a slight bend in his knee to stop too much weight being put on his ruined foot. It was clear without him saying a word that something was wrong. “Do you want me to take a look at your ankle?”

“No,” Luke said plainly. “I just want to get to bed. I don’t know why you all waited up. We were always going to come back.”

The group that had remained at the farm shared a look. Because of course they were going to wait up after what had happened with Warren. There was no way they would be calm about them returning at midnight looking worse for wear. Eliza shot Luke a warning look. If he wanted to be subtle about hiding their nightmare of a secret, he was going to need to do a better job of it.

“Shall we unload the car?” Cassie asked. Luke scowled.

“It can wait. Everything can wait.”

Luke headed for the house, leaving everyone glancing at one another to figure out what had got him so riled up. Eliza stepped forward, swallowing down the lump in her throat.

“He’s right, it can wait. Don’t worry about him, he’s just tired. We all are. He needs sleep.”

With a few more anxious glances between them all, they all filed back inside, clearly wishing they could ask a hundred questions that would now go unanswered. Heidi nudged Eliza’s arm as they headed inside.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. I’m just going to go and update the logs,” Eliza said. A few weeks before, she had started documenting everything that happened to them. It felt therapeutic to her in some ways, writing down the traumas they’d experienced, but also the good days. She liked the idea of writing down history. Maybe someday, when the rotters were gone and the world was safe again, she would be able to publish their notes, to tell the world what they all went through.

But in that moment, what she really wanted was to be away from everyone. She wanted to write down the secrets of what had happened since she couldn’t say it out loud. She retreated into the small office room. It had once belonged to Ginge’s mother, where she ran the business side of the farm and kept logs of every expenditure, every supplier they dealt with. Now, nobody but Eliza really used it. She was grateful for a place where she could let herself unwind away from the prying eyes of her friends.

She sat down at the desk and opened her log book. She hadn’t made an entry in a few days, and now, she wrote the date down, her hands shaking. But the rest of the words wouldn’t come. She couldn’t seem to formulate her thoughts. The things she had seen had terrified her to her very core. With trembling hands, she wrote down the one thing that summed up her experience that day.

There are worse things out there than rotters.




Chapter Nine

Quinn’s stomach was in knots. It had been ever since Ross had left the school with Gus. He knew there was something off about their outing. Why did Ross need Gus so suddenly, and just before Christmas? Why couldn’t anyone else go with them?

Why, why, why?

Quinn was waiting out by the barricade, looking out for signs of their return. It was the middle of the night, and Gus should’ve been on the wall with him hours ago. As midnight came and went, Quinn wished he could abandon his post and go looking for him. But he knew that the safety of the children in the school relied on him, and that was the only thing that stopped him. Gus wouldn’t want him to be responsible for anyone’s death.

Quinn hated to admit it to himself, but he didn’t really care about any of that. Gus was the only true family he’d ever known. The boy who, growing up, had been at his side while his parents barely knew he existed. Why should he care for a hundred strangers when his only true friend was out there with a sadist? He picked at the skin on his thumb until it bled. Gus was everything that mattered.

Quinn heard the door behind him open and turned around, desperate to see Gus’ cheeky grin looking back at him. But it wasn’t Gus.

“Go back inside, boy,” Deborah said roughly. “You don’t need to be out here.”

“Tell me where Ross has taken him and I might consider it,” Quinn growled. He turned to look at the older woman. He suspected she was in her mid-thirties, blonde hair cropped close to her head. There was a hardness to her face that made Quinn nervous, but he refused to let her know that. He took a step toward her and she stepped backward, like she was the one afraid of him.

“You know every single thing that Ross gets up to in this godforsaken place,” Quinn snarled. “I know you do. I know you know where the missing kids are going. I know you know about the horde outside the walls.”

If Deborah was shocked at Quinn’s knowledge, she didn’t show it. He pressed on.

“You know everything. And that includes where Gus is. Tell me. Tell me now.”

Deborah crossed her arms over her chest. “My advice is that you let him go.”

“He’s my best friend. I’m sure that means nothing to the likes of you and Ross, but that means something to me.”

“I know your position. I have people I care about too,” Deborah said firmly. “And that’s why I don’t cause trouble. You’d be wise to do the same. Gus is gone now, and it’s because he never understood how to blend into the background. You’re a smart kid. You have your head screwed on tighter than he ever did. Take my advice and maybe you’ll stay alive.”

Quinn trembled with rage. Gone? Was that synonymous with dead? If it was, then Deborah could be the one to take his anger out on. An eye for an eye. He thought about the knife in his pocket. Could he use it? Could he even bear to threaten a living person? He didn’t think he had reached that stage yet.

Besides, Deborah was right. Risky moves weren’t a good play. Deborah was twice his size. If by some miracle he managed to take her down, he’d be left to face Ross beaten and broken. That thought didn’t unsettle him so much, but he knew how manipulative Ross could be. He might turn the entire school on him.

But how could he just sit there and accept that Gus was gone? He refused to believe he was dead. Quinn was sure that the world would feel different without him, like the earth had quaked beneath his feet and left everything in a new position from where it began.

If he was out there, he wasn’t giving up on him. He was all he had left. The only thing possibly left in reach. And he knew it would be dangerous to go out there looking for him. But what else did he have left to lose?

He’d rather die than be without him.

“Tell me where they went,” Quinn implored quietly. “Please. I won’t come back here. I’ll just go. I won’t tell him that you talked.”

Deborah wavered. “I can’t,” she said. She looked away from him. “Go back inside. I’m not asking again.”

Quinn felt fury rising inside him, but he would never show it. If there was one thing he knew how to do, it was keep a stoic face. No one but Gus could ever really tell how he was feeling.

He did as he was told, but only because he knew he was going inside to collect his things. He wasn’t staying. Not when Gus might still be out there. Not when he might still be able to be saved.

Tomas was waiting for him inside. He looked as stressed as Quinn felt. Quinn set his jaw, biting the inside of his cheek.

“We’re getting out of here,” he whispered to Tomas.

“We are leaving?” Tomas asked. “Why?”

“To find Gus. He needs us.”

“But Gus wanted us to stay and help the others…”

“I know. But without him, it will be impossible. We won’t persuade anyone to leave here. He’s the talker, not us.”

“Will it not…will it not be dangerous?”

Quinn paused. He had to consider what he was asking of Tomas. He might have been with them since the beginning, but he didn’t have the same amount of history as Quinn and Gus had. He didn’t have as much reason to risk his life for Gus. He could still stay. He could be safe.

But would he ever really be safe with Ross? Gus wouldn’t forgive Quinn for leaving him behind. He’d have to try and persuade him. He sighed.

“You don’t have to come,” Quinn said gently. “I will understand if you choose to stay. But I…I have to go. I have to find him.”

Tomas wavered. He seemed torn between the terrifying unknown and the hell they were already living in. He took a deep breath.

“I will go with you,” Tomas whispered, getting to his feet. “Will we be coming back?”

“No,” Quinn said firmly. “Not by choice, anyway. If Ross wants us back here, he’ll have to drag me back by my hair.”

“What about the others? And what about…what about the horde?”

Quinn shook his head. “Like I said…not our problem. Never was. I only care about saving Gus.”

He didn’t mention that saving Gus was as much about saving himself. If Gus died, Quinn was sure that his heart would stop pumping, that the breath would leave his lungs, and the blood in his veins would bleed out. Gus had long been his life support. Back in the days when his father beat him black and blue, it was him sitting at his bedside in the hospital. It was him who called the police, who bargained for his freedom with social services, who gave him a voice when he couldn’t speak. He told him to stay alive when all he wanted to do was let go of the living world. Everyone knew Gus the clown, the man who never stopped smiling. But Quinn knew him better. He was the best man he’d ever known, the best man he would ever know. He was his reason to keep going.

And if he couldn’t find him, he’d lose himself.

If you don’t move, you’re going to die here.

Gus looked up and saw the rotters beginning to swarm around him. He knew he had to move, but his body was in shock. His backpack had slipped from his grasp, his knife with it, lying several feet away. He willed his body to move, to get it, to run.

It was only when the first rotter fell to its knees beside him that survival instincts seemed to take over his frozen body. The rotten smell of its breath woke something in him and he yelled out, jabbing two fingers through its eye socket to penetrate the brain. It flailed for a moment as he dug deeper and then it fell dormant, allowing Gus to toss it aside with a desperate wail. He staggered to his feet, the monsters closing in now. He needed his bag, but getting to it would be a death sentence. Already, the rotters were coming at him from all directions. He staggered around, trying to figure out how to break free of the pack.

He turned on his heel and began to run. It was like the walls were closing in, the horde getting tighter and tighter around him. He was fresh meat…he didn’t want to be picked clean like those corpses around him. He began to shove through the rotters, their stupid lumbering figures unable to withstand much force.

But the tighter the pack became, the harder it was to push. He was hoping for a domino effect, but the other rotters kept their friends afloat, all of them surging inward to greet him. The rotters seemed to come from miles around, though he knew that wasn’t possible. His lungs struggled for air as he felt fingers brushing his arm for the first time.

He did the only thing he could think to. He dropped down to his belly and began to crawl as fast as he could. He hoped the rotters would be stupid enough that it would take them a few moments to realize what had happened. It seemed to be buying him some time.

His elbow felt raw as he used them to propel himself forward, through the legs of the unsuspecting rotters. They could still smell him, but it was as though they’d lost him among themselves, thrown off by his disappearing scent. Some of the rotters began clawing at one another half-heartedly, and Gus knew this was his only chance. Though it hurt, he crawled even harder and faster, his knees scraping the gravel, his breath labored. He felt a trail of fingers down his back, but the rotter was too slow to catch him. He almost wished he could just close his eyes and go blindly forward, but that was a sure fire way to get himself killed.

He kept his eyes wide open.

There was a clearing in sight. In the darkness, he saw his opening. Hot tears poured down his cheeks as he propelled forward. He had to survive. He had to get out of there. He’d run until his legs wouldn’t carry him any longer. And then somehow, he would find his way back to Quinn. That thought kept him going. Even as the cacophony of rotter cries filled his ears, the stench of death filling his mouth and nose, he kept going, silently wailing for his life. He was so close. He was almost there.

And then the rotter fell on top of him.

He cried out as the weight of the creature pinned him in place. He was stuck for several precious seconds, seconds he couldn’t afford to lose. And lying on his stomach, it was near impossible to fight back.

With an almighty yell, Gus forced himself onto his back, tossing the rotter’s body aside. It came at him with bared teeth. To his horror, he saw that the rotter was wearing braces. He didn’t have time to consider the pain it would inflict if it gnawed into his skin. He grabbed the rotter by its hair and pummeled its head against the ground, once, twice, three times. Blood soaked his hands and when he looked up, the sky was made of rotter faces. For a split second, he just wanted it to be over. He didn’t want to fight any longer.

And then he thought of Quinn.

He didn’t quite know how he made it back to his feet. He could barely feel the force of his soles pounding against the ground as he ran. And without realizing it, the sounds of the rotters faded into the night, his legs carrying him far away.

When he eventually stopped to breathe, he broke down in tears. He fell to his knees and wept. He’d never come so close to death before. And now, he was alone, unarmed, without any supplies. His backpack had water and food, his knife, his map. Now, he was left with nothing. Where could he go? And how would he make it back to Quinn?

He took some deep, calming breaths, gulping for air. His entire body hurt, especially his lungs. He didn’t want to think of what a dire situation he had landed himself in. And he felt he only had himself to blame. Gus knew what Ross was like, and still, he’d tried to play him. Gus felt stupid for not realizing how dangerous that was until now.

Until it was too late.

He rose shakily to his feet, looking around him. He recognized the streets. He knew his way back to the mall from there. Maybe his only course of action was to head back there and wait for Heidi and Cassie to return. It didn’t feel like a good plan, but it was the only one he had. He had to focus on staying alive. He’d be no good as a corpse.

He began to walk tentatively, his eyes casting around for trouble in the shadows. He hoped that the horde was behind him now, that all of the rotters in the area had gathered there and would leave him be. With blood and gore on his hands, he didn’t much fancy a second round with them. He felt oddly naked without anything in his hands, nothing to protect himself, nothing to keep him alive.

But he would survive. Whatever it took.

Merry fucking Christmas to me. And a crappy new year.

Quinn wrapped his arms around himself as he and Tomas left the school. It seemed so easy now to walk away, when all along Ross had made them feel like they were surrounded by barbed wire and watch towers. Without them there, Ross’ entire system would fall apart. He needed Quinn, Tomas and Gus. They were the ones who protected the walls, the ones who had put up with his bullshit for so long. Quinn wished that Gus had had the sense sooner to leave it all behind. Because now, they were paying the price for his good will.

“Do you think Ross will come after us?” Tomas asked through chattering teeth.

“Probably not himself,” Quinn said. “And not any time soon. I’ll bet it’ll take him at least twelve hours to realize we’re gone. We’ll be well on our way by then. Plus, maybe he’s all out of bad energy. It’s Christmas, after all.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” Tomas said softly. Quinn clapped a hand on Tomas’ back.

“No, it doesn’t. But if we find Gus, we can count that as a Christmas miracle.”

It was beginning to dawn on Quinn that they were taking a big risk without much hope of a reward. He might be convinced that Gus was alive, but that wouldn’t make finding him any easier. Gus was likely out there without much of a plan, just living moment to moment to stay alive. That would make him harder to track.

“If you were Ross, and you wanted to get rid of someone…where would you go?” Quinn murmured to Tomas. Tomas gulped.

“I don’t know.”

“He’s a bad person. A sadist. He likes to see people suffer…but I think he doesn’t like getting his hands dirty. Not when it comes to killing someone. Which I think is why Gus is still alive…follow me. I have an idea of where he might’ve been.”

Quinn’s heart was flailing in his chest as he rounded the side of the school. Tomas’ face was twisted in fear as they heard the sound of the rotters gathered at the wall. There was a feminine cry from somewhere among the mass of creatures. The rotters were distracted with a feast, each of them clamoring to get a piece of the action. The live bait was enough to keep them distracted from the boys’ arrival. Quinn summoned Tomas forward.

“I think I’ve spotted something.”

They didn’t have much time before the horde’s attention turned back to them, but Quinn ran for the dark mass he could see lying on the ground. The closer he got, the more he understood what he was seeing.

It was Gus’ backpack. Quinn saw how the scene must’ve played out. Ross had tried to feed him to the rotters, like some kind of ritualistic sacrifice. Bastard, Quinn thought, hot rage boiling in his veins. If he ever saw Ross again, he was sure he wouldn’t be able to hold himself back from killing him right there and then.

“Oh God…” Tomas whispered as Quinn picked up the pack. Quinn shook his head.

“No. He’s not dead. I’m sure of it,” Quinn said. Gus might’ve left his pack, but there was no sign of blood, no other sign he was still there. “But we will be if we don’t get out of here. We’ll find some place to stay for the night and figure out our next move. It’s okay, Tomas, don’t be scared. I’ve got you, man.”

Quinn ushered Tomas away from the horde as the woman’s screams died out in the night. When they were far enough away that they couldn’t hear the rotters any longer, Quinn found them an empty shoe store for them to hunker down in. After securing the doors, Quinn offered to take their first watch and Tomas curled up on a bench to get some rest. Quinn emptied out Gus’ pack, looking through each of the items inside. There was a jumper in there that smelled like him, a bottle of water that his mouth had touched, half a protein bar that he’d nibbled on. Quinn’s chest ached. It made him feel like Gus couldn’t possibly be too far away.

And then there was something stuffed at the base of the bag. Something crumpled up and hidden. Quinn took it out and unfolded it. A map. Quinn frowned. What would Gus be doing with a map?

That was when he saw the marker on the paper. Someone had circled an expanse of land on the map labeled White Otter Farm. It was at least a few miles away, though orienteering had never been Quinn’s strong suit. Was Gus planning to go there? And if so, why?

And then he remembered the group they’d met back at the bakery. The group that wouldn’t take them on. His stomach twisted at the memory. Could this farm be the place they lived? Had Gus met up with them in secret and planned to go there? Perhaps he’d been planning out the future for the kids at the school. Maybe he thought he could negotiate with them and find a safe haven. Quinn sighed. Ever the dreamer, my Gus. He ached to see him. It hadn’t even been a day since they parted. Gus had left that morning with a reassuring smile, like he was so confident that everything would be okay. But Quinn was as much a pessimist as Gus was an optimist. And now, they were both on the run, both of them in danger like never before.

But worst of all, they were apart.

Quinn wondered what his best option was. Should he head for the farm on the map? He had no idea of where else Gus might go. It seemed like the only option. It would be a hard, dangerous journey on foot, Quinn knew that much. But if it meant finding Gus at the other end, he thought it would be worth it.

Tomorrow, Quinn promised himself. I’ll find you, Gus. Tomorrow.


Chapter Ten

The first thought that came to mind when Ginge woke up and checked her watch was, it’s too bloody early. But then she remembered it was Christmas. And that meant the rules of sleep didn’t apply.

There was a short burst of happiness in her heart before it fizzled out, like it always did. There was no denying on a day like this what she’d lost. Her parents wouldn’t be there to watch the kids open their presents, or to make the turkey dinner, or to sing drunken Christmas carols late into the night. Warren wouldn’t be there, his arm gently nudging hers as they tried to figure out what the thing between them was.

She had run out of time before she had found out.

It didn’t feel like Christmas anymore. Not even when Hannah woke up soon after and began tugging at her pajama sleeve, trying to wake Ginge up for the festivities. Billy woke up too and began to giggle, chanting Santa’s been, Santa’s been, Santa’s been…

“Okay, okay,” Ginge whispered, forcing a smile onto her face for the benefit of the kids. “Let’s go downstairs so that we don’t wake the others up.”

But somebody was already awake when they began to descend the ladder. Ginge could smell something good coming from the kitchen. She frowned. Only she and Poppy ever really used the kitchen, and she had just clambered over Poppy to get to the attic ladder. She peered into the kitchen to find her sister elbow deep in cookie mixture. She looked startled to see Ginge and she offered her a bashful smile.

“It was meant to be a surprise,” she said. “Merry Christmas.”

“Cara…this is so nice,” Ginge said, a frown creasing her forehead. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate what Cara was doing for her. It just wasn’t what she was used to. As the kids hugged Cara’s legs, she smiled softly at Ginge.

“I just wanted to do something nice,” Cara said. “I know things have been…rough, lately. I know you’ve been struggling. And I’ve never been the best at supporting you when you need it. Warren was so good at helping you out and I…well, I wanted to do better. I hope…I hope I did okay.”

Ginge felt a pang of guilt. Here Cara was, working tirelessly behind the scenes to keep things running while Ginge was absent, and she hadn’t even noticed to give her credit. The cookies were one thing, but the rest was so much more than Ginge had expected of her sister. She really was growing up after all.

“You’ve done more than enough,” Ginge said gently. “You’ve been taking care of the kids. You’ve been helping out around the house. I really appreciate it. I’m…I’m proud of how much you’ve grown up.”

Cara blushed with a shy smile. “Don’t. You’re being embarrassing now.”

Ginge grinned. “What are older sisters for, eh? Merry Christmas, Cara.”

“Merry Christmas, Ginge. I’m going to get these in the oven…they’ll do nicely for breakfast when everyone finally gets up.”

“Until then I guess we’d better find some way of keeping these little monsters entertained,” Ginge said, scooping up Hannah under one arm and Billy under the other. As they all laughed and talked over one another, Ginge allowed some of the pain she’d felt that morning to slip away into the moment.

It was several hours later when the others began to appear in groups from the attic. Heidi and Rori were the first to appear, entering the living room where Ginge and Cara were sprawled across the floor like starfish. Hannah and Billy were leaping over them, throwing crumpled pieces of paper at one another and squealing.

“Morning, Ginge,” Heidi said, poking her with her foot.

“No…not morning. Afternoon. Surely it’s afternoon now? I’ve been up five hours, at least,” Ginge said, staring at the ceiling with dazed eyes.

“Care to explain what’s going on here?” Rori asked, smirking. Cara looked up at him wearily.

“We’re snow angels,” she explained seriously. “Hannah and Billy built us…but then they decided to have a ‘snowball fight…’ but we’re not allowed to move…”

“Because we’re made of snow,” Ginge finished with a knowing nod.

Heidi and Rori exchanged a look, then a nod. Then, they grabbed a child each, Heidi throwing Billy over her shoulder and Rori over his.

“Where are you taking us!” Hannah giggled, dropping her paper snowball as she was paraded out of the room.

“To Narnia,” Heidi said. “To give your sisters some peace and quiet for a while. Rori, you can be Mr -”

“I am not roleplaying as Mr. Tumnus.”

“Fine. You can be a piece of Turkish delight if you insist on being a bore.” Heidi grinned over her shoulder as she exited the room. “Merry Christmas, ladies.”

“Merry Christmas,” Ginge said, sitting up with a faint smile. Perhaps this Christmas wouldn’t be so bad after all.

The morning slowed down a little while Ginge and Cara shared a cup of hot chocolate and recovered from their prolonged play session. Cara’s cookies were cooling on a rack, ready for breakfast. While they waited for the others to get up, Ginge headed out to check on the cows, waving to Luke and Joe on watch as she passed them by. When she returned, a few more sleepy faces had emerged from the attic.

“Can we open our presents now?” Billy moaned, as he and Heidi came hurtling out of the downstairs bedroom. Heidi shrugged helplessly at Ginge.

“He got bored of being locked in the cupboard searching for Narnia…”

“Oh, go on then,” Ginge sighed as Hannah sprinted past, already making her way to the tree. “Though not everyone is awake yet…”

Billy frowned and waddled over to the base of the attic ladder, tilting his head back. Then, he let out a roar as he announced, “Wake up! It’s CHRISTMAS!”

“Bloody hell that kid has a pair of lungs on him,” Heidi said. “I’m glad he didn’t wake me up like that.”

It was a sound that nobody could sleep through, and soon, everyone had reluctantly dragged themselves into the living room, rubbing their eyes blearily. Yet every single one of them was smiling, a dose of Christmas cheer injected inside them. Only Joe and Luke remained missing, still keeping watch from their early morning shift.

Outside, the ground was frosty and crisp, seeping cold air into the house, so Ginge set up some logs on the fire and Cara helped her to get it going. Meanwhile, as everyone settled into their seats, Hannah and Billy knelt by the tree, examining the booty.

“Santa brought us so much stuff!!” Hannah said with a huge grin. Ginge risked a wink in Heidi and Cassie’s direction.

“Ho, ho, ho,” Heidi murmured monotonously under her breath, but she was craning her neck to watch the kids open their gifts, clearly keen to know if she’d done a good job. Ginge handed the kids a gift each for them to open. While Hannah was tearing into hers, Billy sat thoughtfully with his first gift in his lap.

“Do you think Santa was scared by the rotters?” Billy said, poking at his gift. “He didn’t eat his Christmas carrot.”

“He told me he wanted to leave it for you, so that you’ll eat your vegetables,” Cara said, ruffling his hair. “And he said if you don’t, next Christmas you won’t get anything nice.”

Billy’s eyes widened. “A lump of coal?”

“Maybe not even that. That’s how naughty it is not to eat your vegetables.”

Billy’s face scrunched up as he began to cry and Cassie laughed quietly, pulling Billy on to her lap.

“Don’t worry, my brother Fletcher never ate his vegetables, and no harm came to him,” Cassie said, even as Cara gave her a warning glance. “Besides…I hear if you eat too many carrots, you turn orange…”

“Can confirm,” Ginge said, pointing directly at her hair. “But vegetables also make you big and strong. If you eat some with your dinner, then Heidi might let you have some of the chocolate she brought home yesterday…”

“Hey! I didn’t agree to that!” Heidi huffed. But a few minutes later, while Billy and Hannah were opening their gifts, she slipped two chocolate toffees into their hands to make them squeal.

“We should hand out some of the other gifts soon,” Poppy said. She had been staring a little too intently at her present pile under the tree for the last half hour. “We can get the Secret Santa rolling.”

“I’m very much looking forward to that,” Heidi said loudly with a smug glance in Rori’s direction. “I wonder what everyone will get…”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rori asked, frowning.

“Oh, nothing. Nothing at all…”

“This might be the first year we actually have a successful Secret Santa,” Poppy butted in, smiling. “Do you remember trying to organize it last year? When Heidi bribed people to find out who they had? She wrote an entire list of who had who, and I think she even paid Eliza to tell her who she had…”

“And then I told her the wrong name and kept the money,” Eliza said with a twisted smile that looked wrong on her usually shy and innocent face. She had seemed subdued all morning, but now her face lit up with glee.

“I still say that was foul play,” Heidi grumbled. Then she brightened a little. “But it was pure evil and I wish I’d thought of it myself. I was proud to be your sister that day. You learned from the best.”

Eliza laughed.  “We should have swapped without you knowing, too. That would’ve thrown you off your game.”

“Well, I’ve got it all figured out this year, I’m sure of it,” Heidi said proudly. “I’m going to guess as soon as we’ve opened the gifts…”

“Heidi, the point is that each individual gets to guess…not one person guesses them all. Those aren’t the rules,” Poppy chastised with a sniff.

“Fine, but I’m showing the proof that I got it right afterward! It’ll be like a Cluedo reveal…” Heidi glanced around her. “Shouldn't someone get Joe and Luke? They’re missing everything…”

“What about the rotter watch?” Cara said, wrapping her arms around herself. “Shouldn’t someone stay out there?”

“It’ll be fine. We’ve got the moat to keep us safe. We can keep an eye out of the window for trouble. Besides…it’s Christmas. Any rotter with a little decency will wait until Boxing Day to bother us.”

“I’ll get them,” Ginge said, heading out of the room. She felt like she needed a moment to breathe. She stood by the door, listening to her friends laughing and talking over one another. Her heart was starting to be in it, and she almost wished it wasn’t. She felt guilty, as though she shouldn’t be enjoying herself. She leaned against the wall for a moment, holding back tears. But when she felt a gentle arm on her shoulder and opened her eyes, Eliza was smiling at her.

“It’s okay. This is how he would want it to be,” Eliza told her gently. Ginge wiped her eyes with a quiet, resigned sniff.

“How did you read my mind?”

Eliza gave her a sad smile. “It’s on all of our minds, I promise you. We haven’t forgotten him. But if he could tell us one thing, it would be to make the most of days like today.”

Ginge reached out and squeezed Eliza’s hand. “Thank you. And I’m sorry…I don’t want to bring the mood down.”

Eliza pulled Ginge in for a hug and she rested her chin on her friend’s shoulder for a long moment, emotion welling in her chest so much that she could barely contain it. But she didn’t want to cry. Not today of all days. Not just for the sake of the others, but for herself. To remind herself that there was still good in the world, in her life.

“Don’t apologize,” Eliza said. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You’re just getting by.”

Eliza left Ginge a moment later and she gathered herself together with a deep breath. Then she opened the front door to call out to Joe and Luke.

“Come inside!” she called out, bracing herself against the cold wind. “We’re going to open presents.”

“Oh great. Our first apocalypse holiday and it’s still full of consumerism,” Luke said, standing up and turning to Ginge. He was still hobbling pretty badly, but he reluctantly let Joe help him up to the house. Then he quirked a smile at Ginge. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, you old Scrooge. Get in here, the cold is coming inside.”

Joe followed Luke inside, pulling Ginge in for a hug. “Happy Christmas, Ginge. All seems quiet out there now. We only had one rotter in the early hours. It’s in the pit.”

“That’s good,” Ginge replied, but Luke immediately shook his head. Ginge sighed. “Please don’t ruin the Christmas cheer with pessimistic thoughts, Luke. ”

“All I’m saying is that the lack of rotters might be suggesting we’ve got company nearby,” Luke explained.  “And not dead company, either. Living. Someone picking off the leftovers…”

“The only leftovers I’m interested in are the ones left on people’s plates after dinner. I will be scoffing them all,” Joe declared, unzipping his coat. He offered his support to Luke again, but he limped for the living room.

“No thank you,” Luke said sternly. “Though I wouldn’t mind if Santa had brought me some crutches…”

Now that everyone was finally gathered in the living room, Ginge’s Christmas cheer was slowly restored. Hannah and Billy were still busy ripping through their gifts, and though Luke looked as though he wanted to say more about the rotters, he kept quiet. Ginge knew he would want to revisit the issue the next day, but for now, it could wait.

“Who wants some Bucks Fizz?” Poppy called over the hubbub of voices. “Ginge and I found a few bottles, we’ve been saving them for Christmas!  Who wants a glass? Anyone? And one of Cara’s cookies?”

Nearly everyone raised their hands and Poppy counted who wanted some. Billy ambled over to Ginge.

“Ginge, can I have some Fucks Bizz?” he asked breathlessly.

Ginge’s eyes widened in horror and Heidi snorted with laughter, Rori giggling beside her. Ginge stooped down to Billy’s level. 

“You can have a sip of mine,” she told him kindly. “But it’s Bucks Fizz, alright?” 

Billy nodded enthusiastically before running back over to the tree and sitting beside Hannah. Eliza and Joe were busy organizing all of the presents into separate piles for each individual person. Hannah and Billy’s piles towered over the couple of presents they had scrounged for each other, but it didn’t matter to anyone. Despite their situation, Ginge could tell that everyone was just in the mood for a cheerful day.

Along with the Secret Santa gifts, they had raided nearby houses and shops for other things they could open on Christmas Day, the gifts ranging from books and perfume to a new ax that they had found for Ginge. There was a multi pack of two ply toilet paper sitting under the tree that made everyone cheer, and the sight of a box of tea bags brought tears to Eliza and Cassie’s eyes.

As the glasses of Bucks Fizz and crumbly cookies made the rounds, there was an electric buzz around the room. Ginge raised her glass, her cheeks hurting from smiling. It had been so long since she’d smiled as much.

“Cheers everyone! Let’s get some presents opened!”

“Well, since Hannah and Billy waited for no man before opening theirs, I guess we can just go for it,” Poppy said with a sniff. “Apparently there are no rules anymore for Christmas…”

Hannah and Billy giggled. They were both surrounded by a sea of shredded paper, bows and ribbons. Hannah was cradling a brand new box of coloring pencils to her chest, and Billy was in the process of tearing open a box of toy cars complete with a race track. There were board games stacked between them and books for them to read. If Ginge stared at the scene hard enough, she could almost pretend it was an ordinary Christmas.

But this year, it was Joe who picked up the instruction manual for Billy’s car set while he lost interest right away, and Cassie who shared the excitement of Hannah’s new gifts with her. It was different. It was sad.

But it was also fantastic.

“Almost feels like old times,” Cara whispered to Ginge as they sat down on the sofa together. Ginge nodded, her throat tight.

“Almost,” Ginge agreed, gazing sadly at the family portrait that hung on the wall. “Almost. It’s good to see them be kids again.  If only for a day.”

“Who's ready for Secret Santa?” Poppy asked, clapping her hands together to get the attention of the room.

“Not me!” Rori cried, a look of terror flashing in his eyes as a wicked smile spread across Heidi’s face.

“Hannah, can you hand out the presents?” Poppy asked, squishing herself between Cassie and Cara on the leather couch. Hannah bounded over to the pile of presents under the tree and checked the labels. She grabbed the top present and ran over to Luke, who took the present off her.

“I didn’t find out who had Luke,” Heidi hissed to Rori, unfolding the sheet of lined paper she had written down everybody’s names on. Rori raised a skeptical eyebrow at Heidi as Luke unwrapped a Newton’s cradle.

“Wow,” Luke said in a flat voice. “I wonder who knew I wanted that…”

“Luke?” Joe asked, propping himself up on his elbows from where he was helping Eliza with assembling the race track. “Did you have yourself for Secret Santa?”

Luke gave one of the most genuine smiles Ginge had ever seen him create, scrunching the wrapping paper up and throwing it at Heidi.

“Spot on.”

“You can’t do that!” Poppy cried out. “That’s-”

“-not the rules!” everyone else said in unison, a perfect imitation of her. She gasped as everyone laughed at her, but after a moment, she raised a smile, resting her head on Cassie’s shoulder to hide her blushing face.

Hannah found a rather squishy package and gave it to Cassie, who grinned with excitement and unfolded the wrapping paper carefully. Smiling, she pulled out a navy blue Christmas jumper, thrilled with it. 

“Thank you!” she cried, leaping up and pulling Rori into a hug.

“It’s okay,” Rori said, grinning. Then he frowned. “How did you know it was me?”

Cassie nodded at Heidi, who blushed with embarrassment as Rori turned to her, a disapproving look plastered onto his face. 

“It’s just a bit of fun!” Heidi said dismissively.

“Next present!” Hannah cried, running over to Cara with a small box-shaped present. Cara grinned as her sister gave her the present before tearing the wrapping off, balling it up and throwing it to one side. She shrieked as she opened up the box to reveal a pair of sleek black heeled shoes. The noise was so shrill that almost everyone in the room winced.

“What a good idea,” Luke said sarcastically. “Perfect from running from the dead…”

“Oh I love them,” Cara sighed, holding the shoes up to look at them. Eliza blushed.

“I remember you saying how Ginge scuffed your last pair…”

“Hey, that is not true, for the record,” Ginge said. “I was dragging Cara drunk out of her friend’s house party and they got scuffed along the way!”

“That’s not how I like to tell it,” Cara said smugly. Rori let out a shocked laugh and Ginge folded her arms, smiling even through her sisterly annoyance. Cara turned back to Eliza. “They’re perfect. And just my size…thank you.”

“So, who is left?” Joe asked, and Hannah hurried over to the tree. “We’ve had Luke, Cassie and Cara…”

“Poppy!” Hannah cried, handing the next gift out. Poppy set to work unwrapping the present neatly, gently pulling the ribbon on her present. Cassie gave Eliza a pointed look, and she rolled her eyes. Putting the wrapping paper to one side to be reused, Poppy let out a satisfied sigh.

“Waste not, want not!” Poppy reminded the room in a sing-song voice.

Poppy was thrilled with the sewing box, needles and thread that Cara had found for her, and they quickly moved onto the next present, which was an old-fashioned polaroid camera Cassie had found for Eliza in one of the houses they had raided.

“I thought you could use it for documenting your history book!” Cassie said with a beam. Eliza’s smile seemed to slip a little, but she thanked Cassie and hid her face behind the camera, snapping a quick photo of the Christmas tree.

The next gift was for Joe, and Poppy herself had knitted him a dark green pair of gloves, a scarf and a hat, which he tried on happily until Luke pulled the hat over his face and pretended to strangle Joe with the scarf. Yanking the hat off his head, Joe breathlessly thanked Poppy and moved swiftly away from his seat next to Luke.

Heidi was handed her presents next, massacring the paper that covered the first gift. She grinned, holding up the pair of dark navy sweatpants that Ginge had found for her a few weeks earlier. 

“That’s to stop you pinching mine!” Ginge added as Heidi pulled them on over her pajama bottoms. The next present she unwrapped was a pair of fluffy white socks, which were no sooner out of their wrapping than on her feet. The final present was a box-set of The Hunger Games books which, much to Heidi’s dismay, Ginge hadn’t had copies of.

“Right, so that leaves Ginge and Rori now,” Poppy said matter-of-factly, and Heidi grinned wickedly in Rori’s direction.

“Leave Rori until last,” Heidi told Hannah slyly. “We could all use a good laugh.”

“I’m beginning to think Secret Santa was a bad idea,” Rori admitted quietly to Eliza.

“You should be afraid,” Eliza murmured back, “Heidi is evil. Her presents often reflect that fact.”

“I heard that,” Heidi said, but she didn’t seem to care much.

“Ginge!” Hannah cried, running over to her sister and thrusting a rectangular-shaped parcel into her small hands. Ginge took the present, a smile spreading across her freckled face as she began to unfold the wrapping. She took the paper off to reveal a canvas. Ginge gasped. She knew who had painted it immediately.

“Joe…” Ginge managed to say after a few moments in a voice barely above a whisper. She looked up from the canvas with tears sparkling in her eyes and Joe blushed. “Joe…it’s beautiful. Thank you.”

“Do you like it?” Joe asked, looking hopeful.

“I love it,” Ginge whispered, her eyes tracing the hollow cheekbones, the angular jawline and pale skin that were painted on the canvas. She gazed into the eyes of the boy she had loved, the colors mixing and blurring as she focused on him. “You’ve made him look…alive.” Ginge looked up, truly overwhelmed by Joe’s skills. It had stirred something deep inside her, something she’d been pushing away for a long time.

And it felt like a relief to finally feel it. The mix of joy and pain that she felt when she looked upon Warren’s face once again. She didn’t have any photographs of him. Now, she would never be able to forget his beautiful face. 

“I can’t thank you enough, Joe. This is…this is the best gift I’ve ever received.”

Joe looked sheepishly down at his feet as everyone crowded around Ginge, desperate for a glimpse at his art work. Everyone was talking at once, praising the beauty of the painting, and it gave Ginge a moment to gather herself, to wipe tears from her eyes and truly appreciate what she’d been given. Once everyone had seen the painting, Ginge placed the canvas carefully over the fireplace, standing back to see Warren’s face surveying the entire room, smiling down on them all in turn.

“It looks better than that other one,” Eliza offered. “You know, that one of Cara in the kitchen?  Where her eyes follow you around the room?”

Ginge coughed out a laugh and so did Cara, remembering the embarrassing years of family portraits and school photographs. Ginge was glad of a reprieve from the moment, but before she returned to her seat, she gave Joe a long hug, gripping his shoulders and hoping that she could convey just how much the gesture had meant to her.

“There’s only one person left to receive their Secret Santa present,” Heidi reminded everyone, and Rori, who was trying to make a sneaky exit out of the lounge, turned back and skulked into the room. Ginge wiped at her eyes, appreciating Heidi’s effort to bring the mood back up. Heidi glanced subtly at Ginge, mouthing you okay? When Ginge nodded, Heidi herself handed Rori his present proudly, grinning as he peeled the wrapping paper off the present.

“Wow, thank you,” Rori said in a monotonous voice. “A sexy Mrs Claus outfit. What I’ve always wanted...”

“You have to try it on!” Heidi cried as the rest of the group howled with laughter at the feathered outfit, completely with a red bra that had two sleigh bells on the front where the nipples should be.

“Extra small!” Rori cried, his voice unnaturally high. “That’s a woman’s extra small! That’s not going to cover much!”

Heidi shrugged. “It’s meant to be a provocative outfit…what else did you expect?”

“I don’t know…something normal?”

Rori slid the outfit out of the packaging, the mortified look on his face amusing everyone but Hannah and Billy, who had lost interest and opened a box of Lego.

“Ohh, and it’s frilly,” Rori said, scrunching his face up. “Frills do not suit me at all.”

“Don’t say that! You can pull anything off,” Heidi reminded him. “Try it on!”

“Later,” Rori promised, folding the outfit up. “After we’ve broken into that bottle of mulled wine Ginge stashed for Christmas dinner. I’ll need a few swigs to encourage me.”

“I don’t see why. You have fantastic legs,” Luke said matter of factly. Everyone stared at him until he shrugged. “I’m asexual. I’m not blind.”

“Speaking of dinner,” Poppy said. “Ginge and I are going to start preparing it now.”

“Let me help,” Cara said with a warm smile in Ginge’s direction. Ginge blushed, almost embarrassed by how nice her sister was being to her. It was starting to get a little strange, but she was sure she’d get used to it eventually.

“Excellent,” Rori said. “A huge dinner…just what I need before I slip into something more revealing…”




Chapter Eleven

Christmas Day dawned bright and early in The Fortress.

It was all a dream, Fletcher thought to himself before he opened his eyes. It was all a bad dream. You’re at home in bed, waiting to wake up Cassie and open presents.

Reluctantly, Fletcher cracked an eyelid open.

The white walls of his hotel bedroom stared back at him.

Sighing, Fletcher sat upright. It was the first Christmas morning he’d woken to an absence of presents at the foot of his bed. No stocking, no colorfully wrapped gifts. Not even a cursory orange that his mum always insisted was a Christmas tradition. There was no Dad coming in to kick off the day’s celebrations with a glass of Bucks Fizz, sneaking him and Cassie some when their mum wasn’t looking.

Fletcher’s heart squeezed at the thought. Christmas for him had always been about the presents. But now, without them, he realized that it had actually always been about his family.

He slid his feet into the new pair of slippers he’d brought back from the mall. That was one Christmas tradition he’d kept at least. He padded across the room to the bathroom, treating himself to a long, hot shower. None of them knew how long the water supply or boiler would last for, but it was Christmas. If he couldn’t have presents, he was going to have a shower fit for a king.

When he was finished, he stood in front of the mirror. He barely remembered what he looked like before the apocalypse began. Before his cheeks had been hollowed by hunger. Before the dark circles that permanently ringed his eyes. Before the few stray hairs that grew on his chin and above his lip, the ones he had to keep desperately plucking. He’d need to start shaving soon. It seemed a silly thing to worry about, but Fletcher didn’t know how to shave. There was a lot about growing up that Fletcher didn’t know.

He had noticed his body change the past few months. He’d always envied his classmates, the ones who seemed to spurt up during summer and returned to school looking less childlike than they left. Fletcher had always looked younger than he was, and he hated that. It made people underestimate him. But as he looked at his reflection, it saddened him to see no traces of the boy he’d been before. His shoulders had filled out, his lean arms now muscular from all the fighting and laboring. His hair was still blonde - when it wasn’t splattered with biter guts - but darker than the white blonde shade he and Cassie had shared.

Fletcher was so lost in thought that he jumped when he heard a knock at the door.

“One second!” he shouted, pulling on clothes. He wasn’t due on watch until the evening, so his Christmas best consisted of an assortment of clothes he’d nabbed from the suitcases in the hotel.

Fletcher opened the door to Patrick, who was sporting a light-up Christmas jumper. A Santa hat was perched at a jaunty angle on top of his brown curls.

“Merry Christmas!” Patrick shouted. He thrust a parcel into Fletcher’s hands.

“What’s this?” Fletcher asked, taking the parcel and frowning. He hadn’t expected any gifts today.

“It’s a present, you idiot. Have you never seen one before?”

“And it’s wrapped in…” Fletcher inspected the silver packaging around the parcel, which was shaped like a box. “Aluminum foil?”

“I couldn’t find wrapping paper,” Patrick said. “Besides, I don’t see you giving me anything. I had to get up super early to get that at the mall this morning…”

Fletcher blushed. “I thought we weren’t doing presents this year…”

“Your presence is enough of a present, bro. Well go on, open it.”

Fletcher peeled the aluminum foil away, revealing a cardboard box that had been used for food packaging.

“Um thanks,” Fletcher said. “I don’t really like gherkins but I’m sure someone else will…”

“The gift is inside,” Patrick explained, as if it were obvious. “They’d have been a pain to wrap otherwise…”

Fletcher opened the cardboard box, gasping as the lid lifted to reveal the roller skates with the bright green wheels that he’d seen yesterday at the mall. Had it really only been yesterday? Then again, time never really seemed to exist at a time like Christmas.

“Patrick…”

“And that’s not all.” Patrick grinned sheepishly. “I nabbed myself a pair too. I’ve got two left feet, so you’ll have to be patient with me.”

It wasn’t often that Fletcher was lost for words. But he couldn’t think of any at that moment that would convey his gratitude. So instead, he flung his arms around Patrick’s neck and hugged him tightly.

“I’m guessing you like them?” Patrick asked, patting Fletcher’s back awkwardly.

“I love them,” Fletcher said. He felt tears spring to his eyes, and he did his best to blink them away. “Thank you Patrick. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, Fletch.”

The boys broke apart from their embrace, Patrick lingering awkwardly in the doorway as Fletcher scratched the back of his head. Despite being as close as they were, they rarely hugged one another. Fletcher wondered if that was a part of growing up, too. Growing up without his family to teach him etiquette was becoming a nuisance.

But whilst Fletcher may have lost a family, at least he’d found a brother in Patrick.

“How’s the new girl doing?” Fletcher asked. “Freddie, is it?”

Patrick nodded. “She’s awake now, which is an improvement. Zoe’s sitting with her whilst Hunter’s still conked out.”

“What do you think of them?”

Patrick shrugged. “I haven’t really spoken to them much. I mean, you saw what Hunter was like when we were fighting the biters. He’s a better fighter than Charlie even, and it sounds like Hunter was the one to pull everyone together during the fight. We’ve got a lot to be grateful for where he’s concerned, even if it was just because we helped his girlfriend out.”

“Hey, about my idea to go to the manor house…” Fletcher said excitedly. “What do you think? Is it good?”

Patrick smiled tiredly. “It’s a great idea, Fletch.”

Fletcher felt himself deflate. He’d hoped that Patrick, who’d helped elaborate the plan with him, would have been more excited for carrying it out. In Fletcher’s opinion, it was the perfect way to scope out their fellow survivors and get to see what lay beyond the walls of The Fortress. Clearly, Patrick didn’t agree.

“Is everything alright?”

Patrick sighed. “Last night just took it out of me.” His shoulders sagged slightly. Fletcher was used to Patrick always being upbeat, dependable; he was always there, whether that was for Zoe, Charlie or Fletcher himself. He was like Fletcher’s older brother, and that was why Fletcher was always seeking Patrick’s approval. He wanted to be just like Patrick. Patrick, who everyone always relied on. Fletcher hadn’t thought that it would take its toll on him. He didn’t like seeing his friend like this. Sometimes he forgot how young Patrick actually was. He was barely more than a kid himself, even if he had had a taste of adult life.

Patrick ran a hand through his hair. “I guess it just made me think…are we really safe here? I know it’s the first time we’ve been swarmed since we’ve had the barricades up, but it still scared me. It’s easy to forget when we were running around the mall or playing house behind these walls that life isn’t a free-for-all. It’s not just going around taking what we want and then taking it for granted. It’s…it’s life or death.”

“Well that’s a cheery Christmas thought,” Fletcher said.

Patrick managed a laugh. “Sorry to be so doom and gloom. Hey, I need to snap out of the funk, pronto. It’s Christmas Day. We’ve got plenty of time before Christmas lunch, and we aren’t on watch until later, so…fancy taking those skates for a spin?”

Fletcher beamed. “Absolutely.”

“Great. But we’ll have to be careful, I don’t think we have another set of crutches knocking about…”

Will felt nervous as he walked into the diner that morning.

In his hands, he was holding Sadie’s gift. He’d worked on it for the past week, in any spare time that he could get when he wasn’t on watch, patrol, or sleeping. It didn’t look much, wrapped in a spare pillowcase, but he hoped that Sadie would like it. He wasn’t the most creative, but he wanted to give her something that meant more than just a material belonging.

He wanted to make her feel special.

They’d never mentioned it since, but Will still remembered their first kiss. It was their only kiss in fact, and over the years Will had realized he didn’t want it to be their last. He hadn’t really known much about what he liked back then; they were only kids at the time. But he remembered them sitting opposite one another, cross-legged in the rhododendron bush at the end of Sadie’s garden. Will always felt like they were in their own little world hiding out there, unseen from their parents’ eyes. It was before they even knew Hakim, when his world had just been him and Sadie.

“Will we be married when we’re older?” Sadie had asked him. She had dirt on her knees and a daisy tucked behind her ear. They’d come back from playing out on their bikes that afternoon, and were making mud pies before dinner.

“I suppose so,” Will had said. “Most definitely.”

“Yuck. But you’re a smelly boy.

“You’re a smelly girl.”

“I’m not smelly!”

“Are too!”

“Will we have to kiss?” Sadie had asked him, suddenly seeming shy.

“I think so. Yes.”

“Have you kissed someone before?”

Will had shaken his head.

“I haven’t either.” Sadie had played with the daisy behind her ear nervously. “We could now. If you like.”

Will had thought about that. He hadn’t really known much about kissing, other than seeing his parents do it sometimes. In all honesty, he thought it a little gross. But he didn’t want Sadie to know that. He’d just ridden his bike down the steepest slope in the old quarry at the end of the road, and he’d been the first of them to climb the tallest tree in the park. He couldn’t be afraid of a kiss.

“Okay.”

They’d both closed their eyes tight shut and leaned forward. Will remembered with a smile how their noses had banged together awkwardly before a quick peck on the lips. Afterwards, Sadie had wiped her mouth. “Ew. Boy cooties.”

“I don’t have cooties!”

It seemed like a lifetime ago now. They’d been children, and they’d come so far as friends over the years. They’d argued, and fought, and laughed, and navigated the painfully awkward journey of growing up together. Will thought it wasn’t too dissimilar to what they were doing now, learning to adapt to a new world. A new way of life. But now Will was exploring feelings that kept him up at night, that made his heart soar and crash in equal measure.

“Merry Christmas!” Will called out cheerily as he walked into the diner. Sadie popped up from behind the diner’s counter and beamed at him.

If she smiled like that at his gift, Will knew that every minute he spent on it would be worth it.

“Merry Christmas Will!” Sadie came out from behind the counter where the preparations for Christmas dinner had begun. An apron was tied around her waist, her dark hair pulled back into a bun.

“I got you a Christmas present,” Will said. “It’s not much…”

“Are you kidding? And it’s wrapped!”

Will handed her his gift, his heart racing. Would she like it? Or had he wasted his time?

With a smile, Sadie slid the pillowcase free and gasped. Inside was a wooden sign, with colorful letters that Will had painted to read, Sadie’s Diner.

“I love it,” Sadie breathed. She traced her fingers over the letters that Will had so carefully painted. She looked up at Will, her brown eyes wide. Will’s heart thumped, his stomach squirming uncomfortably. He couldn’t quite remember the moment when Sadie went from the girl next door who he used to make mud pies with to the girl that set his heart ablaze. But as Sadie looked up at him now, Will couldn’t help wondering one thing.

Could there be something between us after all?

“I’m glad,” Will managed. His throat felt tight. His hands were clammy and he fought the urge to wipe them on his jeans. He suddenly worried whether he’d remembered to put on deodorant that morning. He hoped that the shower had rinsed the smell of rot from his skin.

“Oh Will, you’re my best friend,” Sadie said. Standing on her tiptoes, she flung her arms around Will’s neck, her cheek pressed against his. Her smell wafted over him, reminding Will of childhood summers. As she pulled away, she kept her eyes on his. Their faces were inches apart-

“Will,” she said evenly. Her eyes were wide, as if willing to convey a message she didn’t want to say out loud. “You’re my best friend.”

Will’s heart sank. He felt his shoulders hunch with defeat as he tore his eyes away from hers. He didn’t want Sadie to see the pain that one word had brought to him.

Friend.

“You’re always going to be my best friend,” Sadie said softly. As if that made it any better. “I love you, Will. Maybe not in the way that you want me to, but I do.”

Will nodded. He knew this was coming, and he hated that he’d let himself think for a minute that it could be different. That maybe their friendship had changed into something more for her, too. He sniffed, forcing a smile on his face. Blinking, he met her eyes again.

“I love you too, Sades.”

At the tinkling sound of the diner’s bell, Sadie and Will moved away from one another. Hakim stood in the doorway.

“Oh, so you told him then?” Hakim asked Sadie brightly.

Will frowned. He turned to Sadie, who was blushing and refused to meet his gaze. His eyes flicked back to Hakim, confused. “Told me what?”

“Oh.” Hakim looked at his feet sheepishly.

Sadie looked uncomfortable, and it was maybe the first time that Will had ever seen her like that around him. They were so close that they usually told each other everything.

“What? What is it?”

“Will,” Sadie said slowly. “Will, there’s something…something we want to tell you.” She swallowed nervously, and Will looked from her to Hakim expectantly.

“We, er,” Hakim took over. “We’re kind of…a thing I guess?”

“Dating,” Sadie clarified. “If you can still call it that these days…”

“Yeah,” Hakim agreed. He smiled awkwardly, but didn’t meet Will’s eyes. “It’s not exactly a great time to be having a first date, but…here we are. Well…say something, mate.”

“Dating?” Will asked finally. “Not…friends anymore?”

“No - not friends,” Sadie said quickly, blushing.

“Right.” Will paused. He looked down at his feet. Silence hung around the three of them, and it was the first time that Will had ever felt like it needed to be filled. “How long has…this been going on for?”

“A few weeks or so?” Sadie said. She looked to Hakim for confirmation, and he nodded slowly.

“Well…congratulations guys. Thanks so much for telling me.”

“It wasn’t that we wanted to keep you in the dark, mate,” Hakim started.

“We didn’t want anyone to know-” Sadie said.

“But I’m not just anyone!” Will shouted. Sadie and Hakim fell silent at that. “We’re meant to be best friends! The Three Musketeers, right? When have we ever kept secrets?”

“It wasn’t a secret,” Sadie jumped in quickly. “We just…didn’t tell you. Until we were sure that it was um…something more than friends.”

“Yeah? Well, thanks so much for making your mind up. I’m so glad I’m the first to know.”

“Will, please don’t be angry at us-”

“Look, we didn’t want to hurt you, mate…”

“Hurt me?” Will barked out a laugh. “Hurt me? I’m not a child, Hak. I can get used to the idea of you guys dating. I just can’t understand why you wouldn’t let me in on it.”

“We just didn’t want you to feel left out,” Sadie said quietly. There were tears in her eyes. But it only made Will angrier.

“Yeah? Well, that’s exactly how I feel right now.” Hakim and Sadie fell silent. Will looked at his two best friends, his face set in stone. Something burned in his chest, stronger than his feelings for Sadie. Something that felt an awful lot like betrayal.

“‘I’ll leave you guys to it,” Will muttered. “That’s the way you want it, right?”

Before his friends could reply, Will turned on his heels and stormed out of the diner.

Christmas dinner was a delicious affair.

Will and the rest of the residents at The Fortress were crammed into a booth at the diner. Freddie, now on crutches for the occasion, had a chair pulled up at the head of the table with Hunter sat next to her. Alby had been reluctant to let the newcomers dine with them, and Will thought that he’d only agreed to it to keep his eye on them. It was a squeeze, their elbows jostling as they ate, but they were all together, save for the occasional dash out to the barricade to check that all was well.

Luckily, they’d been able to take advantage of the food that had already been delivered to the hotel in anticipation of the big day. Sadie had been careful to conserve it, often lingering in the kitchens to guard their precious supplies. Will found that he’d been counting down the days for this meal, his stomach panging whenever he thought about the festive feast. The elated expressions on his friend’s faces when Sadie had brought the turkey out of the oven told him that he wasn’t the only one. They had turkey, pigs in blankets, vegetables and even Yorkshire puddings, served with lashings of rich gravy…Will felt his eyes widen as the table was laden with dishes. Sure, there weren’t any roast potatoes, or stuffing, and there was no cranberry sauce in sight.

But it was the best meal they’d had in weeks.

When the plates had been picked - or in Will’s case, licked - clean, they sat back with full bellies. Homemade crackers littered the table, which they turned their attention to now that the feast was over. Sadie had made them herself, using wrapping paper and old toilet roll tubes. They didn’t bang, but when Will pulled one with Fletcher, a paper hat, scrap of paper and chocolate fell out. They all donned their colorful hats, even Alby.

“There’s jokes on the paper,” Sadie said proudly, glad that her inventions had brought smiles to their faces.

“What do you get when you cross a zombie and a snowman?” Fletcher asked, reading his joke aloud. “Frost-bite!”

Everyone groaned in unison.

“I’m sorry,” Sadie said, blushing. “I didn’t know if the theme would be in poor taste…”

“If you don’t laugh, you’ll cry,” Hakim reassured her. Will felt a gnawing pang of jealousy in his chest at the radiant smile Sadie directed at Hakim.

“Why didn’t the zombie cross the road?” Patrick asked. “She didn’t have the guts!”

“What’s yellow and bites?” Charlie asked.

“Zombie-infested custard!” The group shouted in unison.

The jokes were lame, but the laughs they brought were real. When the giggles subsided, however, one person struggled to catch their breath.

“Hakim?” Sadie asked gently. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Hakim said, coughing. “I just need some water-”

“Are you sure? Your eyes look pretty red…”

Will felt a stab of annoyance at their familiarity. He hadn’t spoken to either of his friends since he’d stormed out on them that morning. He knew that he’d been dramatic - maybe even a bit of a jerk - but the hurt that they’d kept this secret gnawed at him. His feelings for Sadie aside, he felt excluded.

But in spite of his anger, he looked across the table at Hakim.

Sadie was right. Hakim’s eyes were red, and a flush was running up the copper-colored skin of his neck. His chest heaved, and his lips looked puffy as he drank from the glass of water that Patrick had poured him.

“I’m just going to go to the toilet…” Hakim excused himself, standing up from the table.

Will had seen that look on his friend’s face before.

As Hakim stood, he wobbled dizzily. Breathless, he stumbled, falling heavily to the tiled floor. Forgetting his anger, Will was at his friend’s side in seconds as Hakim’s chest heaved for air.

“Hakim,” Will said urgently, shaking his friend gently. “What did you eat?”

But Hakim couldn’t speak, his chest rising and falling rapidly. There was panic in his brown eyes, and Will turned to his friends.

“What did he just eat?” Will demanded, looking at Sadie who had been sat next to him.

“I-I don’t know,” Sadie stammered.

“Sadie! Did he eat chocolate?”

“Yes,” Sadie said, her voice high with panic. “This one-”

She searched the table for the wrapper by Hakim’s place, thrusting it at Will. Will scanned the contents, his heart racing as Hakim’s chest shuddered.

Nuts.

“He’s having an allergic reaction,” Will said, addressing Parick and Zoe.

“He needs an Epipen - fast,” Patrick warned. He cast a worried look at Zoe for confirmation. “I don’t think we had one in the ambulance…”

“He usually carries one around with him, the daft idiot…” Will cursed.

“Go,” Patrick urged. “You’ll know better than us where he keeps it. We’ll stay with him.”

Will looked back at his friend helplessly.

“Will,” Patrick said sternly, helping Zoe prop Hakim up so that he could breathe easier. “Go. Now. We don’t have much time.”

Will swallowed, his heart racing. He rummaged in Hakim’s jacket pocket for his key, fingers curling around the jagged metal. Without another word, Will scrambled to his feet and sprinted for the diner’s door. He burst through it, leaving his best friend gasping for breath on the floor.

Hold on, Hakim.

Will’s trainers pounded the tarmac as he ran. He raced toward the hotel, throwing open the doors into the lobby. His footsteps echoed as he charged across the marble floor to the stairwell. Will took the stairs two at a time, nearly tripping in his haste to reach Hakim’s bedroom. He barrelled down the first-floor corridor, hands fumbling for the key he’d taken from Hakim’s pocket. His fingers shook as he slid the key into the lock, flinging open the door to reveal the chaotic mess within.

Why are you so messy?

Will rifled through the drawer of the bedside table, heart racing. Finding nothing, he left the drawer hanging open as he rushed to the ensuite bathroom. He sent empty shampoo bottles and boxes of painkillers flying over the tiled floor as he searched for the Epipen. With a cry of triumph, he finally found it, along with an inhaler tucked away under a stack of toilet rolls.

He sprinted out of the open door and down the corridor. Back down the stairs, feet stumbling, and across the deserted lobby. Out onto the street Will charged, his chest heaving.

Don’t you die on me, Hakim.

Will burst through the diner’s door again, scrambling down to his friend’s aid. He’d used an Epipen before, but his hands were shaking as they pulled off the safety release. Patrick held Hakim’s leg still as Will pushed the Epipen hard into Hakim’s thigh.

1, 2, 3…

Will released the Epipen.

Now, it was a waiting game.

Will almost cried with relief when his friend’s eyelids fluttered open. He was still crouched on the floor with his friend, Zoe and Patrick hovering nearby. When Hakim’s breathing slowed, they stepped back, leaving Will beside his best friend. Zoe pulled a trembling Sadie into a hug, rubbing her back soothingly. Fletcher, Charlie and Alby lingered in the background, Hunter and Freddie looking particularly unsure of what to do with themselves.

“Will,” Hakim mumbled groggily at last, his voice thick. “I’m sorry…about Sadie…”

“Shh,” Will said soothingly. “Don’t worry about that now.”

“I didn’t want to hurt you…”

Will shook his head. A tear traced its way down his nose as he held his friend. “You idiot, why didn’t you check the ingredients?”

Hakim smiled. “You can’t have Christmas without chocolate…”

“I can’t have Christmas without you,” Will said quietly. His eyes drifted up to meet Sadie’s. “Both of you.”

When Fletcher dragged his tired feet to his bedroom after a stint on the evening watch with Sadie - where they’d been so bored they ranked the best cooking utensils - he was surprised to find a note taped to his door.

Meet me on the roof - Charlie.

Fletcher sighed. He was intrigued by the secrecy, but after a large Christmas lunch and last night’s tiring events, his only thoughts were of his bed. Taking the note from the door, his javelin still in hand, Fletcher stomped down the hallway. He scampered out of the hotel and snuck past Will and Hakim on watch to the outdoors store. Creeping through the darkened shop, he made his way up the stairs to the roof. He nudged the door open and emerged back into the night.

“Charlie,” Fletcher called, spotting his friend. He waved the note he was holding. “I know we’re close and all, but I’m not into you that way…”

“Ha ha, very funny.”

“What’s this secret rendezvous all about?”

“Well, Fletcher,” Charlie said. “Santa told me you’ve been a very good boy this year-”

“Please never say that again-”

“And because you’ve been so good, he wanted me to give you this.” Reaching inside his padded coat slowly, Charlie withdrew a large bottle.

Fletcher blinked. “But I’m not eighteen yet?”

“Don’t worry, Santa said you won’t make the naughty list-”

“Charlie cut it out-”

“Look, kid. It’s Christmas. I want a drink, and I don’t want to drink alone. Quit complaining before I change my mind.” Charlie smiled mischievously, gesturing to his nose. It was slightly crooked, even after Zoe had tended to it. “Plus, medically speaking of course, alcohol numbs the pain.”

“You broke your nose months ago.”

“Yes, and I’m still recovering from the trauma. I was quite the looker before this.”

Fletcher smiled. “And the rooftop location?”

“Drinks are better with a view. And I didn’t want to share this with everyone. Somehow I don’t think Alby would approve of underage drinking either…”

Charlie handed Fletcher the bottle. Turning it over in his hands, Fletcher saw that it was champagne.

“Fancy stuff,” Fletcher said, though he only knew this from his parents. Still, it seemed the right thing to say if you were a grown up. “But isn’t this optimistic for just the two of us?”

“Four of us,” Charlie corrected, glancing over Fletcher’s shoulder.

Patrick and Zoe emerged onto the roof. Their wide grins told Fletcher that they’d been in on it too all along. Zoe wrapped her arms around Fletcher in a motherly embrace, whilst Patrick shot him a wink.

“Go on, Fletcher, open us up,” Patrick said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

Fletcher looked at the bottle with uncertainty.

“You don’t know how to, do you?”

“Here.” Charlie took the bottle from Fletcher. “I’d usually shake it for the full effect, but I don’t want to waste a single drop.”

Charlie unwrapped the foil seal and removed the muselet from the cork. He handed it back to Fletcher, who looked scared.

“All you do is twist the cork,” Charlie explained. “It’ll come off quickly, so be-”

But Fletcher had already twisted. With surprising force, the cork shot over the edge of the roof into the darkness.

“That’s one way to do it…” Charlie mumbled.

Fletcher tilted the bottle into his mouth, taking a gulp of the sparkling wine. He nearly spat it back out, it tasted so vile. He tried to hide his wince, but Charlie’s snicker told him he hadn’t been subtle. Alcohol was nasty stuff as it turned out.

“Straight in there,” Patrick said as Fletcher wiped his lips.

“You’re meant to enjoy this stuff?”

The others laughed as Fletcher shuddered. He’d take a soft drink any day. But he couldn’t let them know that, of course.

“I enjoy it very much,” Patrick said, swiping the bottle from Fletcher.

“We all have to toast something first!” Zoe exclaimed before Patrick could take a sip. The boys groaned.

“Erm, to a merry apocalypse?” Patrick said.

“And a rotten new year,” Charlie finished as Patrick tipped the bottle back into his mouth. He passed it to Zoe next.

“To new beginnings,” Zoe said, flashing a smile. Charlie pulled a face and she elbowed him before taking a gulp. She passed the bottle to Charlie.

“To Nora,” Charlie said. He smiled, but Fletcher could still see the grief in his eyes. He took a long glug from the bottle before passing it back to Fletcher.

“To you guys,” Fletcher said simply.

“Suck up,” Patrick teased, bumping their shoulders.

But Fletcher couldn’t think of anything else he wanted to toast to. In that moment, freezing on the roof with his three friends, he felt so incredibly lucky. Sure, there was no Santa this year. And Fletcher had felt a constant ache in his chest all day for past Christmases with his family. But his new family were rallied around him now, taking care of him. Looking out for him, in all the small ways that only family knew how to. Charlie, giving him his first drink (though Fletcher had to admit, the first sip had been hard to swallow). Patrick, making his Christmas Day special with the roller skates. The three of them looked out for him, day in and day out, because he was one of their own.

The truth was, it might have taken an apocalypse, but Fletcher had found his people.

Passing the bottle back and forth between them, they drank. They traded Christmas stories from a time before, of burned turkeys and dramatic family rows. And the more he drank, the more Fletcher felt light-headed. He had the unusual sensation of his cheeks flushing. He felt wobbly, and giggly, and almost a little seasick. Reaching for the bottle again, Fletcher lost his balance slightly. But Charlie was on hand to steady him, laughing. It was nice to see Charlie laugh, Fletcher thought woozily.

“Watch it, kid. Go easy, it’s good stuff.”

When they’d drained the bottle, they turned to head back into the warmth of the hotel and the comfort of their beds, cheeks rouged from the champagne. Fletcher’s head span from the few mouthfuls he’d managed, whether from the alcohol or the thought of it, he didn’t know.

“Are you coming, Fletch?” Patrick asked, holding the door open.

“Just a minute.”

Patrick must have sensed Fletcher’s need for a moment alone, because he didn’t question the younger boy. He quietly closed the door of the roof, leaving Fletcher with his thoughts. Fletcher gazed at the darkened, seemingly deserted town beyond them. He hoped that somewhere out there, his sister was looking back at the same landscape, surrounded by people as good as those he’s stumbled upon. He hoped that she’d somehow managed to enjoy the holiday, with food and cheer and good company.

“Merry Christmas, Cassie.”


Chapter Twelve

Heidi knew where she would find Rori after Secret Santa had ended and the others settled down to watch It’s A Wonderful Life. He was standing in the back garden, staring out over the fields and taking deep breaths of fresh air. She smiled affectionately. Rori often kept his anxiety to himself, but ever since their first day at the farm, Heidi had known whenever he got overwhelmed. She joined him, rubbing his back gently.

“Everything getting too much in there?” she asked him. He smiled back at her.

“It sometimes…it just sometimes feels hard to breathe in this house. I’ll be having the loveliest day, like I am now…and then it all just seems to suffocate me. In fact, it’s especially days like today. I mean, why did I wake up this morning with chest pains, feeling like I couldn’t breathe? Today’s a good day.”

“It is. But sometimes you just need a few moments to yourself,” Heidi said. “Do you want to come with me to the tree? To say Merry Christmas?”

She blushed as soon as she’d said it. She knew how ridiculous it sounded, standing in front of a tree and talking to the dead people they’d lost. But Rori was always one to indulge her ridiculous notions. He swung an arm around her shoulders.

“Let’s do it.”

The pair of them headed around the side of the house and out to the front yard. The tree was barren of leaves, but still standing strong and tall. Heidi often found herself drawn to it. She placed her palm on the trunk, tracing her fingers across the names of the fallen. Toby. Gemma. Warren. Before her sister had arrived home the night before, she had visions of having to carve her name into the tree. The image had made her sick to her stomach.

“I don’t know what I’d do if I ever had to carve your name,” Rori told her. Heidi looked at Rori in shock. Their friendship was always so playful and casual that it shocked her whenever he made a statement like that. His grip around her shoulder was harder now, his fingers digging into her skin.

“You won’t have to. Takes a lot to kill me. I’m like a cat. Nine lives, at least.”

“And you don’t worry that you’ve used a fair few of those up already?”

“Nah. I’m much too smooth for that.”

“Well, I’ll hold you to that. I don’t want you going anywhere,” Rori said. Then, acting as though he hadn’t said anything, he nodded to the tree. “Merry Christmas, guys. Merry Christmas, Warren.”

“Merry Christmas, Warren,” Heidi said softly. She wished she had something to lay down for them, but no flowers grew in the icy winter lands. Besides, after what happened at the garden center, she could think of nothing worse than seeing a bunch of roses beside the tree. She just hoped that they were all somewhere more peaceful now. Perhaps Christmas looked very different for them, wherever they were.

The thought made her eyes sting with tears. She’d promised herself there would be no tears that day, and she’d already broken that promise to herself when Joe presented Ginge with her portrait of Warren. Still, she didn’t need to break it again. She distracted herself by fishing in her deep coat pockets for the true reason she’d joined Rori outside.

“Here…your real Christmas gifts,” she told him. He laughed in surprise as she handed him three badly wrapped presents, stuck together with far too much sellotape.

“What’s all this about?”

“You didn’t think I’d only get you a joke gift, did you?” Heidi asked with a smile. “I’ve been saving these ones for a while. I didn’t fancy waiting six months for your birthday…so here you are.”

Rori dug his fingers under the wrapping paper of the first gift and managed to tug out a small book. Heidi hovered close to him, ready to commentate as he opened each gift. It was a bad habit she always had. She always wanted people to know the thought process behind each gift, especially since her presents were often a little out there.

“I thought it might help you with your anxiety,” she explained as he turned over the small handbook of positive quotes. “When you’re on your own with your thoughts…sometimes it’s nice to have some positivity.”

Rori’s face softened. “I’ve never been much of a reader…but this…this is wonderful, Heidi. God, I can’t believe someone would get me this.”

Heidi blushed. “Is that a bad thing?”

“No. No, of course not. I guess guys just don’t get gifts like this very often. I’m used to being bombarded by ten thousand aftershaves and cards that have jokes about beer or football on them.”

Heidi laughed. “Well, I can’t deliver on that front, I’m afraid. Go on, open the others. You’re making me get all shy about it.”

Rori was grinning to himself as he opened the next gift. His face creased in confusion as he pulled out a bottle of sun lotion. Heidi chewed her nail.

“Remember you told me months ago how you thought you’d miss the smell of being on holiday if you never got to go on one again? Well…I figured this is the next best thing. Nothing smells like a holiday more than suncream. And if you’re on watch this summer, or working on the fields, you don’t want to burn…sorry, maybe that’s a weird gift.”

“It is, but it isn’t,” Rori said with a laugh. “It made sense to me the moment I opened it. I just couldn’t believe that you’d remembered that.”

“Oh…well, I kind of remember everything. Eliza says it’s annoying. I think it’s part of my charm. I can recite hymns that we sang in primary school word for word. Song lyrics, in general. I remember things that happened years ago that my friends have all forgotten about, or repressed. And I remember every conversation I’ve had for the last ten years,” Heidi said. She didn’t mention that she only remembered conversations that she deemed to be important. And every conversation she had with Rori was important to her. “Which kind of leads on to the last gift…”

Rori shuffled the last gift into his hands. It was another book shaped gift, and he opened it carefully. Inside was a leather bound notebook. When Rori opened it, Heidi cringed at what she’d written inside. She watched Rori scan the words she’d packed into the pages in her terrible handwriting, paired with little cartoons she’d drawn to accompany each page. She was chewing her thumb so hard now that she could taste blood.

“It’s sort of a gift for everyone…right from the start, I wanted to keep flexing my writing skills. I know that Eliza has been noting down the history of what we get up to here, but this…this is more…personal. I note down whenever someone says something funny, when Luke makes a weird, dictatorial comment…when the kids say rude things without knowing what they mean. It all goes in here. And I’ve kept it to myself for ages, but…I thought I’d share it with you all. Because we all need some reasons to smile, right? And I wanted to show you first because…well. You’re always the person I seem to come to first.”

Rori was silent as he flicked through the pages. Heidi’s heart was hammering hard in her chest. Damn. Give me a rotter fight any day over this torture, she thought to herself. She ran a hand through her hair.

“Sorry. I’m kind of sentimental. Who knew?” Heidi said with an awkward smile, but Rori was already pulling her into a tight hug. It knocked the wind out of her at first, but then it filled her with warmth. She clung back to him, trying not to think about the fact that these days, whenever she hugged him, she didn’t want to let go. She pressed her cheek to his chest with a deep sigh.

“These might be the best gifts I’ve ever been given,” Rori said. “Especially that bloody suntan lotion.”

Heidi laughed, pulling back from him with a smile. He smiled back, his eyes lingering on hers for a moment. He swung his arm back around her shoulders.

“I feel better already. Thank you, Heidi.”

“You’re welcome. But I’m all out of festive surprises now. Shall we go back inside before we freeze?”

“Suits me. Then I can sit in the corner and sniff my lotion.”

“I knew there was something off about you. It’s a gateway to glue sniffing, you know.”

Rori snorted. “Don’t worry. I won’t get addicted. I’ll pace myself.”

They headed back inside and took a seat to watch the movie side by side. Heidi smiled to herself. It felt nice to have a day where she didn’t have to think too much. Not about the horror surrounding them, about what might have happened to the people they knew, or even the strangeness of the day before. It could all wait a day.

The smell coming from the kitchen was incredible. Heidi’s stomach began to rumble, and she was just about to fetch some chocolate to nibble on when Poppy stuck her head around the door of the lounge. Everyone looked up eagerly, knowing what her arrival meant.

“Dinner’s nearly ready,” Poppy announced. “Get your Bucks Fizz top up as you come in!”

Everyone was on their feet in an instant, filing into the kitchen with more enthusiasm for food than any of them had had in months. This promised to be a meal to remember. Cara was dashing around with plates while Ginge carved up the meat, the kitchen warm and her cheeks reddened.

“I’m sorry it isn’t turkey,” Ginge apologized, standing by the oven with an apron fastened around her. “But chicken will just have to do!”

“None of us are complaining,” Joe said with a smile. “It smells incredible! You’re doing God’s work right here.”

The group took their seats around the dining table, squishing their chairs together so that everyone had room. Though Ginge’s family had been big, the house hadn’t been built to accommodate eleven people, and the kitchen was no exception. Poppy threw another log onto the fire before busying herself with supplying everyone with drinks, and Ginge stayed by the hob, stirring the gravy.

“Bloody hell, we’ve even got crackers!” Rori said, holding his up in delight. He turned to Heidi, who was sitting beside him. “Fancy pulling my cracker?”

Heidi and Cassie burst into giggles while Rori tutted and rolled his eyes. Still, Heidi grabbed the other end of the cracker and pulled with all her might, splitting it with a loud pop. She scrounged up the goodies inside, wondering what use anyone would have for a paper hat and a smiley face keyring after that day. Still, it felt like part of the Christmas fun.

Heidi eyed up the feast in front of her. The vegetables were served in dishes, ready with ladles to serve themselves. Ginge came over with a plate of meat, asking who wanted what as she handed out the goods. A few minutes later, the meat had been dished out and everyone piled their plates with a magnificent spread of potatoes, sausages, carrots, broccoli, sprouts, cauliflower, peas, gravy, stuffing, parsnips and Yorkshire puddings. The group gazed in awe at the amount of food they could eat. The winter had been harsh on their stomachs so far, but they had all been waiting for this moment, and it wasn’t about to disappoint. It had been well worth the wait, Heidi thought as everyone began to tuck into their food.

“What do you get if you eat Christmas decorations?” Rori asked, putting an orange paper hat on his head and reading one of the jokes from the crackers.

“Tinselitis!” the group yelled in unison. They all grinned among themselves, digging into their food and only pausing to tell the occasional bad joke or to show off the weird gifts they received in their crackers.

As they wiped their plates clean and the last Yorkshire pudding had been devoured by Heidi, Ginge cracked open the dusty bottle of mulled wine and poured a few glasses, handing them around. It wasn’t long before the full effects of the alcohol kicked in. Luke and Eliza abstained from the beverages, choosing instead to laugh as Cassie got unstoppable giggles and Ginge led Heidi and Poppy in a procession around the kitchen dancing the conga. Ginge found an old CD player and played some old music that had the older kids singing and the younger ones wrinkling their noses. Then, as promised, Rori tried on his Mrs Claus outfit over his jeans, sipping his mulled wine cold as he performed a rendition of Santa Baby that was so ridiculous that Cara had to run to the bathroom to avoid an alcohol induced accident. For a while, the world outside didn’t exist. Only joy and happiness remained.

A slightly tipsy aura of happiness descended upon them all as they retired to the lounge to watch Miracle on 34th Street. Rori and Heidi took up an entire couch to themselves, sprawling across it together with a blanket draped over them. They fell asleep not long after, cuddled up as the film played softly in the background. Joe and Eliza were trying to persuade Hannah and Billy to play with their new car set, but they were both tired from the day’s events, and Cara soon carted them up to bed with Ginge for a bedtime story. Cassie headed outside to take a watch for a while, and those still awake enjoyed the warmth of the fire quietly.

It wasn’t the best Christmas any of them had had, but somehow, it also wasn’t the worst.

Joe didn’t miss the moment when Luke disappeared from the festivities. As much as Joe had got lost in the peace of the day, he hadn’t forgotten the ordeal of the night before. He knew it had to be on Luke’s mind, too. It had been so much worse for him, after all. Joe knew he wouldn’t want to talk about it, but he decided to check in on him anyway. He wasn’t going to allow anyone to deal with the world alone on Christmas Day.

Luke was sitting in what used to be Ginge’s parent’s bedroom, perched on the bedframe with his sock off. He was in the process of changing his bandages.

“Let me help with that,” Joe told him. Luke jumped as he heard Joe’s voice, clearly not expecting company. He glared at him.

“I was doing fine on my own.”

“Tell that to your shaky hands,” Joe said, nodding to Luke’s trembling fingers. “Don’t be so prideful. Let me help. I promise I won’t tell anyone that you accepted help from someone else. Worse even, from me.”

Luke averted his gaze, his jaw tight. “Fine. You can help.”

Joe rolled his eyes. Luke was hard work at the best of times, but this was a new level of difficulty that Joe hadn’t truly been prepared for. After washing his hands in the bathroom, he returned and took the bandages from Luke’s hand, kneeling at his feet to examine the damage. The wound still looked red raw, but it looked clean at least. Joe was no expert, but he didn’t think there was any sign of infection.

“How do you feel?” Joe asked. Luke gritted his teeth.

“Unbalanced. Sore. Angry.”

“Yeah…I get that.”

Luke swallowed, still refusing to look at Joe. “Embarrassed.”

“Why would you be embarrassed?”

“You and Eliza…you saw me in a way no one has before. I was scared. Screaming. I never planned to allow anyone to see me that vulnerable.”

“Everyone gets scared sometimes.”

“Of course they do. But some never show it.”

Joe sighed as he began to apply disinfectant to the wound. It must’ve stung, but the only sign of pain on Luke’s face was a slightly longer blink of his eyes. He really was good at masking what was beneath the surface.

“No one can live like that. It’s not sustainable,” Joe reasoned, preparing the bandages. “I know you don’t want to hear it…especially not from me…but you don’t have to act so tough all the time. No one is buying it, and all this toxic masculinity bullshit won’t get you anywhere. Let it go. You went through an ordeal. I would be more concerned if I hadn’t heard you screaming.”

Luke hung his head with a bitter laugh. “You know what? Sometimes I think you’re the only person who tells things to me straight.”

“That’s because I’ve learned there’s no point in trying to please you. You won’t accept that from me. So I may as well be honest, right?” Joe said, winding the bandage carefully around Luke’s foot. He grunted in response and allowed Joe to work in silence for the next few minutes. Then Joe stood up, straightening his back.

“All done. You can take it easy now,” Joe said. He was about to leave when Luke grabbed his elbow.

“Joe…”

Joe turned to face him. For once, Luke sounded uncertain. Nervous. It piqued Joe’s interest, but he knew that whatever Luke had to say, it couldn’t be worse than anything he’d already said to him before. Joe was used to Luke’s bitter remarks and intolerance for him.

“I just wanted to say,” Luke cleared his throat. He looked away from Joe, gazing down at his feet. “It got pretty sketchy, back at the supermarket. You saved my life. It hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

“I’d never have guessed.”

“I’m trying to say thank you, Joe. For saving me. I’m not sure I’d have done the same in your shoes, after how I’ve treated you. I guess I owe you one.”

Luke hesitated, before holding out a hand for Joe to shake. In disbelief, Joe took it.

“Let’s just call it two-one, shall we? I’m sure you’ve saved my ass plenty of times before,” Joe said. In truth, he wasn’t quite sure how else to respond. He wasn’t used to Luke being civil with him, let alone friendly. He hadn’t decided yet which he found more unnerving.

“Let’s call it…even.”

Luke dropped Joe’s hand, but the action wasn’t cold. Lukewarm, Joe thought with a smile.

“Merry Christmas, Luke.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Luke replied, snapping back to his usual cool demeanor. “I’ll be back through soon. I just want a little peace and quiet.”

“You don’t want some company?”

“No,” Luke said bluntly. Joe smiled to himself as he left the room. It wasn’t the warmest apology that Joe had ever received, but for once, he didn’t feel like such a burden on them all.

He felt accepted.

Cassie had been on watch for exactly thirty two minutes.

Not that Poppy was counting, mind. She’d seen Cassie slink out after they’d exchanged presents, her new book tucked carefully under one arm and a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Poppy knew that now was her window of opportunity to speak to her friend alone, without the hustle and bustle that always surrounded Christmas Day. That was one thing that hadn’t changed about the holiday, at least. But Poppy felt she would have enjoyed the day more if she hadn’t been anxiously waiting for a moment alone with Cassie. In her nervous state, she’d almost accosted Cassie on the way to the bathroom, and had to quickly disguise the notion as an excuse to replace the toilet roll.

Now, seeing that her friends were still distracted with their new gifts, Poppy left the living room. Her fingers shook slightly as she freed her coat from the hook by the door and zipped it up. She was still buzzing a little from the alcohol, which at least would give her some courage, she thought. Taking a deep breath, Poppy opened the front door and ventured out into the night.

“Hey,” Cassie said, looking up from her book.

It was just one word, but that, accompanied with the sweet smile playing across Cassie’s lips, was enough to make Poppy’s heart squeeze.

“What are you doing out here?” Cassie asked. “I don’t mind taking this watch on my own…”

Poppy opted for a nonchalant shrug. “I just thought I’d keep you company.”

Cassie narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “You hate the cold.”

It was true, Poppy hated the cold. But the truth was, she wanted to be wherever Cassie was. And if Cassie was outside, freezing to death on watch, then so was Poppy.

“Okay, fine,” Poppy admitted sheepishly. “I had an ulterior motive.”

“I’m all ears.”

Poppy paused.

Now’s your chance…

“I got you something for Christmas,” she blurted quickly.

Cassie frowned, waving the book at her. “You already gave me a gift?”

“I got you…something else.”

Cassie let out a dramatic gasp. “Don’t tell Heidi, she’ll have a fit. You’re going against her sacred rule of all presents under the Christmas tree.”

Poppy fought the urge to sigh. This conversation wasn’t going as smoothly as she’d planned in her head. She found Cassie’s oblivious nature both adorable and frustrating in equal measure. Now, it was frustrating.

But not so frustrating that it stopped Poppy from wanting to kiss her.

“This is different,” Poppy said slowly. “This is…from me.”

She could see that she had Cassie’s interest. Cassie placed her book down slowly on the deck chair, getting to her feet gingerly. She took a step toward Poppy, closing the distance between them. Poppy swallowed, her fingers closed around the gift in her pocket.

“Close your eyes.”

Silently, Cassie obeyed. Before she could change her mind, Poppy withdrew the gift and placed it gently in Cassie’s hand. She closed Cassie’s fingers around it carefully, her heart racing in her chest.

What if I’ve read this wrong…?

“Okay, now open.”

Cassie’s eyelids fluttered open. She looked down at her hand and her brows furrowed.

“A twig? Um thanks Poppy, that’s too generous of you-”

“It’s mistletoe,” Poppy interrupted quickly.

“Mistletoe,” Cassie repeated. Her blue eyes widened in understanding as she looked up from the mistletoe in her hand to Poppy. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “I didn’t recognise it, you know, without the berries…”

Poppy’s heart thudded. It was a cold night, but she suddenly felt stiflingly warm. “I wanted to give it to you because I-”

The front door behind them banged open, making Poppy jump. Rori popped his head out, eyes bleary and hair disheveled from a nap on the sofa. He was completely oblivious to the moment he’d just interrupted. Poppy felt her face flush even hotter as she bit back a curse.

I’m going to kill you, Rori…

“Hi,” he greeted them cheerily. “We’re heading to bed, do you-”

“Not now, Rori,” Poppy and Cassie chorused in unison.

Poppy tore her eyes away from Cassie’s to glare pointedly at Rori, willing him to take the hint.

Thankfully he did. Looking hurt, and without another word, Rori sheepishly withdrew his head from around the front door. Poppy heard it close behind him, leaving them alone again in the darkening night.

“Mistletoe,” Poppy started again. The interruption had faltered her, but the alcohol gave her confidence to continue talking. She’d started now, and there was no going back. Even if that scared Cassie away. “What I’m trying to say is…I’m scared of messing this up. Because I don’t want to lose my best friend…but worse than losing you is never telling you how I feel. How you make me feel. I just…”

But Poppy didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence.

Because Cassie’s lips were already silencing her words, the kiss erasing all thoughts from Poppy’s mind. Poppy let herself get lost in the kiss, get lost in the way that Cassie somehow just felt right in her arms. How the kiss felt both like coming home and throwing caution to the wind at the same time. How it felt like everything she’d seen in her favorite movies. How it felt like everything she’d ever wanted but not let herself give into, until now.

“Just to be clear,” Cassie whispered. “I feel the same way. I’ve always felt the same way.”

Poppy let out a sigh, feeling relieved. All the build up between them had finally paid off. And it was better than any gift she’d received that day. Finally, they would be together. Finally, they could express themselves to one another.

“What now?” Poppy asked with a nervous laugh. Cassie slid her hand into Poppy’s.

“Same as always. We go forward. Together.”

Eliza didn’t feel like sleeping. Everyone else had headed to bed now, but she stayed downstairs alone, chewing her nails. It wasn’t a habit she indulged in very often, but she couldn’t let go of the anxiety in her chest. Now that the day’s festivities were over, all she could think about was the horrors of Christmas Eve.

She told herself that everything would be okay. That they were far away from the supermarket now, too far away for him to catch up to her. But every time she tried to close her eyes, she saw him. The face of a pig staring back at her. Sour breath and the smell of rot. It made her feel sick. It made her terrified that she’d never sleep soundly again. Joe and Luke had already gone to bed, but she didn’t understand how they could rest. Not after what they’d seen.

Her heart jolted as she heard a rustle from outside. It sounded like someone crunching on leaves. A rotter, perhaps? But that was impossible. They’d taken the drawbridge away for the night. They couldn’t cross the moat.

But a human might be able to.

Eliza’s heart was in her throat. Was it possible? Had he found them already?

Eliza trembled as she took her knife from the table beside the sofa. She crept toward the front door, feeling as though she couldn’t breathe. She waited silently, preparing herself to hear another noise. All seemed quiet.

And that was when there was a knock at the door.
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[1]Should I change this with the section below?

[2]Do you mean swap it with Zoe's section?

[3]Yep!

[4]Does it need to be changed? What was your thinking with changing it around?

[5]Nah not really just wasn't sure if the pacing would be better that way, with Fletcher being at the mall and the crash they hear being picked up at the start of chapter four!

cover1.jpeg
HAYLEY
ANDERTON &
LAURA SWIFT





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




