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   Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Luke stood in the front yard, his hands laced behind his back as he observed the world around him. He had finally seen all of his imaginings come to life, the fortress he’d spent weeks dreaming about. Some guys spent their time daydreaming about girls, but Luke spent his days figuring out how to turn the farm into an impenetrable stronghold. 
 
    There was the moat, Hannah’s innocent, but effective idea. It was several meters wide and another couple deep, encircling the entirety of the main house. It had taken a lot of hard work to get it complete, and it had meant spending endless hours with Joe, digging until his hands blistered. Still, he thought it was worth it to see the creation come to life. There was even a wooden drawbridge to cross over to the other side of the pit. Sure it was just an old piece of wood from Ginge’s garden shed, and it wobbled whenever anyone crossed it, but it would do the job.   
 
    Now that it was complete, life on the farm had changed. They didn’t need to keep watch twenty-four seven anymore, although they often did anyway. They were still getting used to letting the deep moat take care of the rotters until morning. Before the kids got up each morning, Luke would hop down into the pit and deal with any stragglers, slicing through their skulls and then dragging them to the burning pit. He did this quickly and methodically. 
 
    Just the way he liked things.  
 
    And then there were the other inventions that they’d come up with as a group. Upon Ginge’s suggestion, Joe had whittled down wooden beams to create stakes capable of spearing rotters before they got too close. They had set a bunch up by the cow sheds to protect the animals, another few by the chicken coops, and some along the fence that encased the house.  
 
    So far, they’d discovered that the stakes were very handy against the more advanced rotters, the ones who had turned long before. Their deteriorating forms were easily penetrated by the spikes, holding them in place long enough for someone to go and end them for good.  
 
    However, the fresher, more mobile rotters tended to make it past those defenses. Luke wasn’t sure if they were somehow smarter in their young age, or whether the spikes simply weren’t strong enough on their tougher bodies. Either way, it was usually those ones that he ended up wrestling with in the moat. 
 
    It was a good system, and it made Luke feel better about the things that weren’t going so well. He didn’t like to admit it to himself, but despite his best efforts, despite his planning and logic, there were things he couldn’t control. 
 
    The reality was simple. There were too many mouths to feed and not enough food. Luke had felt optimistic when they first arrived, knowing that the farm should be able to provide them with everything they needed. 
 
    But everything had changed the night of the big battle several weeks earlier. That night, several cows were bitten by the rotters, leaving them no choice, but to slaughter them. Then there was the issue of the crops in the field. When Ginge had trudged through the fields in the following days, she’d declared that the crops were spoiled. Not only had they been trampled by hundreds of rotter’s feet, but they were now all covered in blood and gore. Ginge even feared what it would mean for future crops, with rotter blood seeping into the soil. She wasn’t certain it would ever be safe to eat from those fields again. 
 
    And so they were left with a conundrum. They needed more food, and they didn’t have many ways to get hold of it unless they left the farm. And the safer Luke made it on the farmland, the less he wanted to leave. 
 
    It wasn’t just them, either. Ginge needed supplies to keep the cows fed and watered. She needed hay to bed them down on, and she needed extra hands on deck to deal with so many animals.  
 
    Running water wouldn’t last them forever. Luke had already suggested that they start collecting rain water to store for later use. They had milk from the cows now that they’d figured out how to make it safe to drink, and they had eggs from the chickens. But all in all, their odds of survival through the winter were looking bleaker every day. 
 
    He glanced back toward the house. Through the living room window, he could see his friends. Heidi and Rori were laughing together on the armchair they were sharing. Ginge and Warren stood shyly by the fireplace, talking. Cassie sat reading on the arm of the sofa where Poppy was mending her jeans. Joe and Eliza were sitting with Hannah and Billy on the floor, building Lego with them. Luke felt a tug in his chest.  
 
    Things were fine, for a while. Luke wished it could stay that way. That they could all go on pretending like nothing was wrong. It was almost as though this new way of life had become normal enough for them to relax. But he knew that would get them killed in the long run, and that was the last thing he wanted.  
 
    They’d have to start toughening up. But Luke thought that they could spare one last night. One final day where they didn’t have to feel stressed or scared. He glanced back over the yard. All was quiet. All was calm. 
 
    Weirdly, things could be much worse. 
 
      
 
    The sunset was beautiful. Ginge had never seen anything so spectacular, and that was saying something. Growing up in a rural area, she was no stranger to the beauties of nature. But this sunset was something else. 
 
    The sky was split by racer stripes of orange and a blue so deep that it was almost purple. There were clouds overhead, but they didn’t spoil the sight, only added another layer to it. Ginge knew it was almost like summer saying it’s final goodbye, that the skies would soon be replaced by rainclouds, but for that moment, she could sit outside, wrapped up in her hoodie, and enjoy it. 
 
    The new moat meant that they didn’t have to keep watch anymore, but Ginge and Warren often came to sit out in the front yard anyway, if only for some peace and quiet. The house was always so alive with activity, filled with noise, and quiet moments like these kept them both sane. Plus, being alone together was something that Ginge had come to crave. 
 
    She still hadn’t made her move. She’d lost her confidence after she almost kissed Warren the night of the big fight. But it didn’t matter so much to her now. Not when they did this kind of thing every evening. Not when he’d told her earlier to roll up her sleeve so that he could doodle on her skin. Not when he finally lifted his head from his masterpiece and offered her the sincerest, sweetest smile she’d ever seen in her life. 
 
    “Okay, you can check it out now,” Warren said, nodding to her arm. Ginge glanced down and felt her heart flutter. 
 
    It wasn’t just a doodle, it was a work of art. Warren had inked a lithe otter onto her arm, the black ink webbing into the tiny grooves of her skin.  
 
    “White Otter farm,” Ginge murmured with a smile. Did he know what he’d just given her? It was like he’d drawn a piece of her heart onto her skin. The farm had always been her home to her, and now he was a part of that. She felt oddly emotional at the drawing on her skin. “I had no idea you were this good. How is it possible that you didn’t want to be an artist?” 
 
    “Well I guess I just wanted to be a teacher more,” Warren said with a blush. “Or at least, I thought it was more attainable. I never thought I’d make it as an artist…” 
 
    “Are you kidding? This is…this is perfect. I never want it to rub off…” 
 
    Warren laughed. “Well, I’ll draw it again if I need to. Over and over. If it keeps you happy.” 
 
    Ginge smiled slowly. He didn’t even know just how happy he kept her. It was the little things. The way that he made sure to make her a cup of tea in the morning. The way he always offered to help out with the kids. The way he hung on to her every word, always learning from her as they ran the farm side by side. Ginge had worried that she wouldn’t be able to cope, that the weight of the world would grow too heavy on her shoulders. 
 
    But now he was bearing the weight with her.  
 
    “Thank you…thank you, Warren,” Ginge said gently. When she looked at him now, she felt her stomach twist, like she was sensing that this was her moment. This was her chance. She wanted to kiss him, she really did. But if he wanted to kiss her, then why hadn’t he done it already? Was he waiting for her to make the move? Or did he really not see her the same way? 
 
    No, she told herself. There was something between them, she was sure of it. There had to be. If they were just friends, then why did he reserve those soft gazes only for her? If they were only friends, then why was there always electricity in the air between them? Why did every move he made make her feel so special?  
 
    Ginge could feel the ink of Warren’s pen drying on her skin. He’d made a mark on her in so many ways. Now, she wanted to do the same to him. 
 
    She was about to lean in when she heard the door open behind her. She suppressed a sigh, half expecting Rori to be behind her. He had a terrible habit of walking in on the worst possible moments. 
 
    But this time it was Cara, a weary look on her face as she stepped out, her arms wrapped around herself. Since the big fight, she hadn’t quite been the same. Not since she went wild and killed over a dozen rotters. Ginge had been proud of her at the time, but she hated seeing what it had done to her sister. It was like she couldn’t muster the energy for her own life any longer. 
 
    “Billy says he wants Warren to come and do numbers with him,” Cara said with a shrug. “I assume you know what that means.” 
 
    Warren stood up with a kind smile. “I’ve been teaching him a little. I thought since he would have been starting school, it would be good for him to learn numbers and the alphabet, at least. Those are pretty key skills.” 
 
    “I don’t see when he’s ever going to need to be able to count to a hundred,” Cara murmured, already turning to head back inside. “It’s not like things are ever going to be okay again.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you promise that I’m going to look like Audrey Hepburn when you’re finished?” Heidi asked as Poppy hovered in front of her face, snipping shakily at her hair. Poppy tried not to wince as her hand shook and a slice of hair fell away that should definitely still be attached to Heidi’s head. 
 
    “...sure you will,” Poppy said, straightening up to look at her handywork. She had cut hair a few times before, and she’d definitely practiced on a fair few dolls as a kid, but Heidi’s hair wasn’t looking exactly as she had envisioned it. Her friend might have shared the dark eyes and gaunt face of Audrey Hepburn, but the resemblance ended there. Especially with way too much hair coating the kitchen floor. Still, it wasn’t perfect, but it was about as even as Poppy was going to get on her first attempt at such an ambitious hairstyle. 
 
    “So you’re nearly done?” 
 
    “Finishing touches!” 
 
    “My head feels light as a feather…I can’t wait to see it.” 
 
    Moments later, Poppy heard Rori let out an audible gasp as he and Cassie entered the kitchen. Poppy straightened up and turned with an almost guilty smile, while Heidi bounced giddily on the barstool she’d been sitting on, a towel draped over her shoulders. Poppy gave Heidi’s hair one last glance over, hoping it might pass as a decent hairstyle.  
 
    “Poppy gave me a haircut!” Heidi said gleefully as she met Rori’s eye. 
 
    “I…I can see that,” Rori said faintly, biting down on his lip to stop a laugh from escaping. Poppy hastily brushed strands of hair from Heidi’s shoulders, unable to look anyone in the eye. Why had she agreed to do this? She whipped off the towel and shook it out as Heidi hopped down happily from the stool. She reached for a brush to clean up as Heidi beamed at Rori and Cassie. 
 
    “What do you think?” Heidi trilled, turning her head from side to side to show off her new lopsided pixie-cut. “I’ve always wanted to go short!” 
 
    “Very, er, very fetching,” Rori managed with an uncertain smile. “Trendy.” 
 
    “Trendy?” Heidi waggled her eyebrows, which Poppy had fortunately left alone. “I can just see myself in an apocalypse magazine…subtitle….seven ways to look good while you’re slaying the undead. Do you think I’d make the cover?” 
 
    “The cover might be stretching it...” 
 
    “Hey!” Heidi gave Rori a playful shove as Poppy continued to sweep away the hair. “Cassie, what do you think?” 
 
    Poppy looked up at the mention of Cassie’s name. Of everyone at the farm, Cassie’s opinion was the one that mattered most to Poppy. And Cassie refused to meet Poppy’s eyes. She was too busy exchanging a nervous look with Rori. 
 
    “Lovely,” Cassie commented with a poorly disguised grimace.  
 
    Heidi narrowed her eyes, sensing the elephant in the room. She picked up the handheld mirror from the kitchen counter and gasped ever so slightly at the sight before her. Slowly, she lowered the mirror while the others did their best to look busy. 
 
    “Something funny, Rori?” she said. He swallowed back a laugh. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Heidi folded her arms over her chest with a glint in her eye. “You know, Rori was saying just a while ago that he was worried about when he’d next be able to get a haircut,” she said to Poppy. “Weren’t you, Rori?” 
 
    “Oh er…it’s fine, I think. I quite like how it looks now actually…no need to do anything drastic…” He cast an anxious glance in Poppy’s direction. 
 
    “Well, I think it’s starting to look a little unruly,” Heidi said, reaching out and ruffling his golden hair. “Do you want Poppy to take a few inches off?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary…” 
 
    “I hear you,” Heidi said, casually sweeping up the scissors from the counter. She threaded her fingers through the holes and snapped the blades together menacingly. “I’ll take care of it instead.” 
 
    With that, she darted toward Rori, who had the sense to run for his life from the moment she moved. Poppy’s heart seized as she saw Heidi taking off at speed with the sharp utensils. 
 
    “Don’t run with scissors!” she yelped, her maternal instincts well and truly kicking in. But she wasn’t surprised when, like a badly behaved child, Heidi completely ignored her. 
 
    “Hey,” Cassie said, leaning against the counter. A smile was playing on her lips that made Poppy want to blush. “Heidi seems thrilled with her hair.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, you,” Poppy said. She reached out and touched a strand of Cassie’s long blonde hair. She hoped that she didn’t imagine Cassie’s sharp intake of breath. “As soon as Heidi is done playing silly beggars with my scissors, you’re next.” 
 
    Poppy laughed as the smile slipped from Cassie’s face. She chased Cassie playfully, laughing as Cassie swatted Poppy’s hand away from her long blonde hair. For a moment, their eyes met and Poppy felt that sudden lurch in her heart again. But the moment was gone as quickly as it had arrived, and Poppy could almost feel Cassie pull away from her. She couldn’t understand what was going on. 
 
    Things had been different since she hit her head in the big battle. She was fully aware of how lucky she was to be alive, and it was thanks to her friends that she had made it through, Cassie especially. She had been there by her side, making sure she ate and drank, making sure that she was comfortable, ensuring that she was rested and recovering back to health. 
 
    But Poppy could feel her life on the farm getting to her. Her dizzy spells kept her from venturing too far from the house or going out alone. She busied herself with whatever tasks she could until being overcome by a wave of nausea and having to rest. She’d mended every hole in the clothes they all wore, and even altered some clothes so that they’d fit Hannah and Billy better as they grew. But there was only so much sewing and tending to the small vegetable patch that she could do. Poppy even envied those going out on food runs and rotter patrols. The truth was, Poppy was bored. And the one thing that brought excitement to her life - the one person - suddenly seemed further away from her than ever. 
 
    Messing around had brought a rush of nausea to Poppy’s head. Cassie steadied her as she stumbled, her eyes wide with concern. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Poppy forced a smile, trying to ignore the spinning sensation in her head. “I’m fine. Maybe just a little stir crazy. Do you fancy going for a walk? Some fresh air might be good.” 
 
    “I said I’d play Scrabble,” Cassie mumbled, tearing her eyes away from Poppy’s. “With Eliza…we’re hoping it might teach Billy to spell.” 
 
    “Oh.” Poppy felt herself deflate. Cassie offered her a small shrug and a smile. Poppy couldn’t help feeling like there was something Cassie wasn’t admitting, a real reason why she was keeping her distance. She waited for an invitation to join in the game, but it didn’t come. Instead, she forced a smile on her face.  
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
    But as she watched Cassie head into the living room, Poppy let the false smile slide off her face. When she’d first been injured, Cassie had been so attentive. She’d barely left Poppy’s side, cleaning and applying fresh bandages to the wound every day. It made it easier to forget what she’d been through, even as she healed from the nasty bump to her head. 
 
    But suddenly, as she started getting better, Cassie had stopped being at Poppy’s side so much. Something had pulled her back, and she’d ached for her friend’s company. She wanted so much from Cassie, so much that she hadn’t admitted yet, but for now, she would settle for just having her around. She missed her. But the more she tried to pull Cassie back in, the more it felt like she was slipping away. 
 
    And Poppy couldn’t bear to imagine how it would feel to lose her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The roof was Charlie’s favorite place. 
 
    On the roof of the outdoors store, with the autumn sun warming up the day, he was high up enough to tell himself that the odd biters who roamed the streets below were the first early morning commuters of the day, on their way to the office or their favorite coffee shop. 
 
    Charlie sipped the half-empty mug of coffee he’d made. They were rationing whatever they had left, with the seemingly endless supply of protein bars and trail mix dwindling on the shelves. But for now, Charlie wanted to enjoy his coffee. It was warm and bitter.  
 
    Just like Nora, Charlie thought to himself sadly. 
 
    “I know you’re there,” he said. “You don’t have to hide.” 
 
    He turned, and saw the top of Fletcher’s head pop sheepishly up from behind the ventilator. Seemingly overnight, the young boy had shot up. His shoulders had filled out, Fletcher’s once scrawny arms now muscular from scaling the fire escape and taking out any biters that lingered around the store. Sharp, hollowed cheekbones had replaced his rosy cheeks and on a few occasions, Charlie had even spotted him borrowing Zoe’s tweezers to pluck stray hairs from his chin. 
 
    He knew that the younger kid was keeping an eye on him. And Charlie didn’t blame him. He knew, since losing Nora, that he’d changed from the confident, self-assured leader he’d been back at the school. But Charlie doubted the new world needed people like him. It needed Patrick, their moral compass. It needed Will and Hakim, the resourceful duo. It needed Fletcher, who was young enough to adapt to the changing world, but old enough to know right from wrong. Hell, it even needed Alby, the decisive leader of their mismatched group. 
 
    But what did he offer? 
 
    “It’s nice up here,” Fletcher said, appearing at his side.  
 
    “It’s where I come to get away from people,” Charlie replied, half-joking. 
 
    “Hint taken.” 
 
    A companionable silence fell over the two boys. Even though Charlie had come to the roof to be alone, he found that he didn’t mind the younger boy’s company. He often thought Fletcher was the only other person in the store who understood what it felt like to be alone. Zoe and Patrick had each other. Will, Hakim and Sadie had been firm friends before the apocalypse began. And Alby didn’t make a secret of not needing company as much as he needed lackeys. He and Fletcher were bound by the fact that they were the last ones remaining on their own. 
 
    Fletcher ducked under the safety barrier and sat down on the roof’s ledge. His feet dangled over the side of the building as he looked out on the horizon. It struck Charlie how small he looked, how the buildings around them and the sky seemed to drown him. How small all of them were, really, in the grander scheme of things. After a moment, Charlie swung his legs over the ledge and joined Fletcher. 
 
    “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think of my family,” Fletcher said. “Not to brag, but I have, like, the best parents. And my sister…she wasn’t like a normal sister. She was never stroppy. She never got embarrassed to be seen with me, even when we were in school together. You know, once, we had a school field trip. I can’t even remember where to, but it was the whole school that went. I didn’t have anyone to sit with on the coach, and her friends had nabbed the back seats. But she didn’t sit with them. She sat with me instead, and she didn’t think twice about it. Because that’s who Cassie is. Or was.” 
 
    Fletcher’s shoulders slumped. “And the worst part? I don’t even know what tense I should refer to her in.” 
 
    “The way you talk about your family,” Charlie said, bumping his shoulder against Fletcher’s. “They really must have been something.” 
 
    Fletched nodded. “What was yours like?” 
 
    Charlie chuckled softly. “My mums could be pretty embarrassing, when they wanted to be,” he said. “A pain in the ass at times. But they were always proud of me. I think. Maybe not so much when I came home drunk and fell asleep on the porch, but most of the time.” 
 
    “I’ve never even been drunk before.” 
 
    Charlie laughed. “I should hope not, kid. You’re like, thirteen.” 
 
    “I am fifteen actually,” Fletcher pointed out indignantly. “Almost sixteen.” 
 
    Charlie raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Okay, I’m fifteen and a half.” 
 
    “Well, when you’re eighteen-” 
 
    “Surely we can bend the rules-” 
 
    “When you’re eighteen, I’ll get you a drink. How about that?” 
 
    “If I’m lucky enough to make it that far,” Fletcher mumbled. 
 
    Charlie smiled. “We’ll get you there. I promise.” 
 
    The two boys fell to silence again. In a town that was usually polluted with the sound of engines, the honking of horns and the bustle of people going about their everyday lives, it was strange to hear birds. It was almost peaceful. 
 
    “World’s fucked,” Fletcher said quietly after a few quiet moments. 
 
    “You’re telling me, kid.” 
 
    “It just feels hopeless sometimes.” 
 
    “Scream.” 
 
    Fletcher’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “I do it sometimes. It helps to let it out.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Charlie cupped his hands around his mouth and let out an ear-piercing scream that echoed through the quiet town, attracting the attention of a rather confused fox who was sniffing around a dumpster on the streets below. 
 
    Fletcher covered his ears dramatically. “A little warning would’ve been nice.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby. Go on, your turn.” 
 
    Fletcher frowned. Hesitantly, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted. 
 
    “Come on, you’ve got better than that,” Charlie encouraged. He let out a louder, animalistic war cry that made his throat burn. “Like that.” 
 
    Fletcher let out a scream. He yelped. He hooted and howled like a wolf until Charlie laughed out loud. When he was done, Charlie clapped him on the shoulder proudly. 
 
    “Feel better?” 
 
    “Maybe a little. Does it last?” 
 
    Charlie’s mouth twitched. He didn’t know what to say to that.  
 
    “Sometimes,” he lied. 
 
    They fell to silence again, Charlie watching the fox slinking through the cobbled streets. 
 
    “We’re running out of food,” Charlie said at last. 
 
    “Apparently Alby has a plan,” Fletcher replied. “Whatever that means.” 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Charlie said. “I hope it’s good. Because if I have to have one more strawberry protein shake…I might as well hand myself over to the biters.” 
 
      
 
    “Lone biter coming up behind,” Hakim called to Will. 
 
    Will turned to see a mangled, snarling creature limping down the alley towards him. Its long hair hung in greasy strands around its ruined, pus-ridden face. Will shifted the mallet he was holding, limbering up to take a swing. It was sad how accustomed he’d become to the violent acts they were forced to commit just to stay alive. But mostly, Will was sad that taking out biters didn’t really make him feel anything anymore. 
 
    As the biter crumpled to the ground, Will heard Hakim’s footsteps scurrying along the wooden planks above him. The pair were tasked with the job of dismantling the scaffolding that surrounded what would have been a swanky new apartment block. Small and nimble, Hakim could scale the structure in seconds. He kept watch whilst following the instructions Will shouted up to him. Will was the muscle on the ground, carrying the steel poles and taking out any stray biters that stumbled across their path, attracted by the noise of their slow and clumsy demolition.  
 
    It had been a lot of trial and error over the past few days - Will had the blisters on his hands to prove it - working out how to take apart the steel poles and wooden boards. Then, came the more inventive task of re-erecting them into structures that they could use as a barricade. Between them, Will and Hakim had managed to build a somewhat robust frame, which they layered haphazardly with a patchwork of tarpaulin sheets from the outdoors store.  
 
    But the most trying part came the first time that a curious biter had stumbled across their constructed barricade. It had been a tense moment, both boys holding baited breath, but after stumbling aimlessly into the barricade, the biter had turned and ambled away. Relief had rippled through Will’s body. 
 
    Even so, Will didn’t fancy their chances testing the blockade against a whole swarm of bloody-thirsty biters. 
 
    Fuelled by their success, they were finishing the second barricade. Alby’s plan was to cordon off a small section of the alley; a square that included the outdoors store and a fast food restaurant. He hoped that the barricades would keep the biters at bay and give them freedom to move around outside without danger. And anything that meant they could avoid covering themselves in biter guts was worth it, in Will’s opinion. 
 
    “Look out!” Hakim shouted. 
 
    Will looked up in time to see the steel pole Hakim had freed slip from his fingers. He threw himself out of the way, landing gracefully onto a pile of garbage bags. The pole fell with a sickening splat onto the body of the biter he’d just slain, skull crushed under the weight.  
 
    “Gross.” Brushing himself down, he glared up at Hakim accusingly. 
 
    “Sorry!” Hakim called down. “Did I get you?” 
 
    Will looked at the pole by his feet, bemused. “No,” he shouted back. “But Hak, just so you know…if you get me, I won’t exactly be in a position to tell you about it.” 
 
    “Right…sorry.” 
 
    “Do you need this?” Will shouted, gesturing to the metal pole. 
 
    “No, I was just holding it for fun…” 
 
    Will stooped down and freed the pole from the biter’s skull. With a disgusted face, he flicked the gunk off and passed the pole back up to Hakim. Squinting against the autumn sun, he watched Hakim screw the last pole into place. After checking it was secure, Hakim scaled down the structure, landing gracefully on his feet beside Will. 
 
    The two boys stood back to admire their handiwork. The construction was somewhat wonky, but looked sturdy enough. Like the previous barricade, the bottom sections would be covered. Wooden planks at the top provided a roof-covered look-out post for those on watch. Nobody enjoyed being on watch, but it was even worse in the rain. 
 
    “Nice work!” Will said, slapping palms triumphantly with Hakim. 
 
    Will grabbed a tarpaulin sheet and a handful of cable ties from the bag of equipment they’d brought out with them. Hakim helped him unfold the sheet and together they fastened it tightly to the steel poles.  
 
    “This reminds me of that challenge we did in Scouts,” Will said, the memory suddenly springing to mind. “Do you remember, when we had to build a raft?” 
 
    Recognition dawned on Hakim’s face. “We had to test them out on the lake?” 
 
    “Yeah. And Sadie capsized hers because she didn’t know how to make it float.” 
 
    “And we thought we’d never use what we learnt in Scouts in real life.” 
 
    He’d never admit it, but Will had always had a soft spot for Sadie. They’d been friends forever, from the day that Sadie’s family had moved into the house next door to his. They’d grown up on summers filled with homemade lemonade and bike rides through the forest that their houses backed onto. Then Hakim had moved into the neighborhood, and suddenly their duo had grown into a trio. He didn’t want to spoil their dynamic. Especially not now when all they had was one another. 
 
    But that didn’t stop the gnawing feeling in Will’s chest when he saw Sadie laughing at Hakim’s jokes. Or the way that the pair of them had started gravitating towards one another subconsciously, making him feel like an outsider. Will knew it was stupid to still care about a childhood crush in the midst of the life they were now living, so he did his best to push the feelings down and keep himself busy. 
 
    Still, matters of the heart always pushed their way through. 
 
    Will stood back proudly from the finished barricade. It felt good to do something to keep them safe, other than watches. And he had to admit that he felt safer, surrounded by four walls - even if two of them had haphazardly been thrown together by very inexperienced carpenters. 
 
    “Now let’s just hope they don’t come crashing down overnight…” Will said nervously. 
 
      
 
    It was Alby’s idea to target the fast food restaurant. He’d mobilized the group in the past week, noticing everyone getting restless whilst cooped up in the store. Will and Hakim had been kept busy laboring, constructing the metal barricades to keep them all safe. Sadie had been the first to notice their food supply dwindling, and Alby had given them the solution.  
 
    They were getting more daring. 
 
    And more hungry. 
 
    After pausing for a tense moment, ears pricked for the smallest noise, Patrick crept into the dark restaurant. Sadie and Zoe were close on his heels, their weapons raised for a fight. They tried for stealth until Patrick’s trainers squeaked, slipping on a puddle of sticky blood on the tiled floor.  
 
    “Whoops,” he mumbled. He clicked the torch on, and shone its beam on the walls. Spotting the switch, he flicked it and the fluorescent lights shuddered to life reluctantly. The halogen bulbs illuminated a dark pool of scarlet beneath their feet. A body was slumped, face first into a plate of moldy food in the nearest booth. Flies buzzed around the corpse, and Patrick wrinkled his nose with disgust. 
 
    It would take some cleaning up, that was for sure.  
 
    Walking past the immobile corpse, Patrick ducked under the counter and led the way cautiously into the kitchen. The floor was slick with oil. He caught Zoe in the corner of his eye propping up a yellow caution sign over the spillage. He frowned at her. 
 
    “What?” Zoe said. “I don’t want to break an ankle slipping in this!” 
 
    Shelves were stocked with jars of pickles and boxes of sauce sachets, but they pushed on in search of the freezer at the back of the kitchen. Sadie hurried forward gleefully, her hands outstretched for the handle. Her fingers closed around it, but she stopped suddenly. 
 
    “What if it’s empty?” she said quietly. 
 
    “Then we’re no worse off,” Patrick replied kindly, whilst Zoe tapped her foot impatiently. Hungry had never been a good look on her. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sadie yanked open the metal freezer. 
 
    Inside was bursting with stacks of frozen burger patties and buns. Huge bags of frozen chips filled the bottom half of the freezer. Patrick felt his eyes widen with glee at the bounty, his stomach cramping at the sight of the food. The light of the refrigerator illuminated Sadie’s gaunt cheekbones. 
 
    “They must have had a delivery,” Sadie said faintly. She was gazing at the stocked freezer with a mixture of ecstasy and disbelief. 
 
    “All the better for us,” Zoe said. “Let’s get the oven on…” 
 
    “We can’t,” Patrick said. Zoe and Sadie shot him daggers. If looks could kill… “I mean, we can…but don’t you think we should wait for the others? Get this place cleaned up?” 
 
    The two girls looked at each other, frowning.  
 
    “Besides,” Patrick continued, resolute despite the glower Zoe was giving him. “Do you really want to eat surrounded by…this?” He gestured to the decomposing bodies that were slumped by the ovens, and the rotting food on the counters. It was testament to the lack of hygiene around them that they’d become accustomed to the smell of decay. 
 
    “He’s right,” Sadie admitted at last, though she looked longingly at the frozen goods with desire in her eyes. 
 
    “Zoe?” Patrick pressed. 
 
    Zoe threw her hands up in despair. “Fine! But I’m not happy about it! You are the bane of my life, Patrick…” 
 
    They set to work cleaning the diner, renewed by a fresh sense of purpose and the meal that would reward their efforts. Whilst Sadie and Zoe set to work scrubbing down the diner and the kitchen - which was smeared with dried blood - Patrick inspected the lifeless bodies of the biters dotted about the restaurant. Checking first that they really were dead, he began dragging them to the kitchen door to dump in the alley on the other side. 
 
    Out of sight, out of mind. 
 
    Glass crunched beneath Patrick’s feet as he hauled the first body towards the dumpster. He propped the body against the wall with practiced care, gently closing the biter’s eyelids over its lifeless eyes. He hoped that the rats, foxes and other vermin of the town would be grateful for the feast. Not that they’d seen any of the animals go near the stinking remains of the infected corpses, but maybe they just weren’t hungry enough.  
 
    “Need a hand?” Zoe asked, leaning her hip against the open door frame. 
 
    “Oh no,” Patrick said, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “No…I’m doing just fine. You just stand there.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Zoe took the ankles of the nearest biter and helped Patrick carry the corpse into the alley. After a few laborious trips back and forth hauling the bodies, Patrick propped the last one beside its fallen comrades. He was about to follow Zoe back into the diner when something strange in the biter’s face caught his eye. Frowning, he stooped down to inspect its ruined face. 
 
    “Entry wound shattered the right eye socket,” Patrick murmured out loud to himself.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Ignoring Zoe, Patrick instinctively turned the biter’s limp body over, inspecting the back of its scalp. “No exit wound, so the bullet must still be lodged in the skull…” 
 
    “Bullet?” Zoe crouched down beside Patrick. “Patrick, did you say ‘bullet’?” 
 
    Patrick nodded grimly in response, turning the biter’s body face-up. It glared up at them accusingly from its ruined eye socket. Patrick shuddered. He’d never liked gunshot wounds when he was on wards, though they were few and far between. Not that there was anything likable about any injury, as such, but something about guns in particular had always freaked him out. They were such a rarity in England that each time he came across such an injury, it made him shudder at the world outside his window. 
 
    “What sort of…weapon does it look like?” 
 
    Patrick shot Zoe an incredulous look. “You know pathology isn’t really my field.” 
 
    “Right, sorry…getting carried away.” 
 
    “But I’d guess not a shotgun, considering this poor fella still has a head…” 
 
    “What does this mean?” Zoe asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “It means,” Patrick said quietly. “It means that we aren’t the only survivors in the area. And that they’re armed, with more than just knives and fishing equipment.” 
 
    “What are you guys doing?” 
 
    Patrick jumped as Sadie popped her head around the door curiously. She was frowning as she peered at the pair crouched on the floor.  
 
    “Nothing,” Patrick and Zoe chorused in unison. 
 
    “Well, the tables in here aren’t going to clean themselves,” Sadie pointed out. “I could use some help here to actually be able to cook anything for you all. I don’t want to risk any traces of biter ruining our delicious feast…” 
 
    With one last look at the biter he’d hauled into the dumpster, Patrick headed back into the diner. He secured the door that led out onto the street outside their safe zone. 
 
    Within minutes of scrubbing the diner, all thoughts of potential survivors fled his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Gus braced himself for the cold as he took the route via the kitchens out of the school. It was closing in on nine pm and it was time for him to join his friends on the wall to keep watch. He worked the nine to three shift each night, and he was beginning to tire of barely seeing daylight, but he didn’t dare to question Ross’ orders. He sensed how dangerous that could be. 
 
    As he headed outside into what was once the playground, he observed the wall they had built to keep the rotters out. It had taken some time to get it set up, but it wasn’t much to look at. It was crudely constructed of tables, stacked two high and four across in a semi circle that protected the entrance, with gym mats padding the front of them. It kept rotters from reaching through the delicate structure, too. It had been quite effective so far, but Gus was sure that if they faced any amount of force from the rotters, they’d be in big trouble.  
 
    Rotters. 
 
    It was a word he remembered hearing that other group use, the ones they’d run into at the pharmacy. It suited the undead just fine. Sometimes, he thought about that group on his lowest days, wondering if he would have been better off if they’d taken him in. He liked to daydream about life on a farm, a better life than the one he had now. 
 
    But life at the school was still better than how things had been before. He hadn’t wanted to admit how afraid he was when they were camping out in the bakery, but the horror of those days there still stayed with him. He recalled camping out behind the counter, peering through the display glass at the horde of rotters passing them by outside. Gus had no idea where the horde had ended up, but he wanted to be wherever those disgusting creatures weren’t. 
 
    Being invited to stay at the school had been a lifeline. After meeting the group who had been ransacking the pharmacy, Gus had been worried that no one would take them in. Safety in numbers was how he’d rationalized going with Ross and Deborah, despite his concerns about them. Now, he was in an uncomfortable middle ground, somewhere between feeling safe and knowing that he never would be.  
 
    Quinn and Tomas were sitting atop the makeshift wall. The stacked tables were sturdy enough to perch on, and someone had brought out a stepladder to make it to the top. It always made Gus’ legs wobble when he made the climb, but once he was sitting down, it didn’t feel so bad.  
 
    Quinn smiled at Gus as he climbed up. It always felt special when Quinn smiled, because he didn’t do it often. Gus clapped a hand onto his back, offering a grin to Tomas. 
 
    “How’s it hanging, boys? Any action?” 
 
    “Not yet tonight. But we know how the dark tends to draw them out,” Quinn murmured. Gus nodded. He had noticed that if they did see rotters around, it was usually later in the night. Gus had wondered several times whether that was the reason Ross always gave Gus the night shift. Not because he was better equipped to deal with them, but because Ross didn’t care if he was the one to get bitten. Gus was pretty sure that Ross had taken a dislike to him the moment he laid eyes on him. People tended to either love or hate Gus, which suited him fine. He preferred to leave a mark on people’s lives one way or another. Still, he knew that in this case, it might someday be the death of him.  
 
    “Can you believe that Ross has never been out here to the walls?” Tomas said, shaking his head. “It’s hard to imagine what he does in the headmaster’s office all day.” 
 
    “A whole load of nothing, that’s what,” Quinn said, shaking his head. He’d recently hacked his hair short and though Gus missed the waves around his shoulders and the way he sometimes pulled his hair back in a ponytail, he couldn’t help digging the new look too. He looked older now, though he had always seemed older to Gus. Quinn couldn’t wait to grow up, and Gus was secretly hoping that they never would. 
 
    “Well, I’m not mad about it. The further he stays away from us, the better. That guy has some serious issues,” Gus said. He wished, looking back, that he’d thought a little harder before deciding to go with Ross. When he’d introduced himself, Gus could tell that he was pompous, that he was desperate for power over them, to show that he was worth something. Gus had thought that could be a good thing; that Ross had some sort of plan to make all of that happen. 
 
    But it soon became clear to Gus that Ross didn’t know what he was doing. They’d arrived at the school to find dozens of hungry kids, most of them barely over the age of eleven, cowering in the building and hoping things would eventually fix themselves. Ross had promised a safe haven with plenty of food, running water, and safety. What they actually received was one rationed meal a day, dirty rain water collected in buckets, and shifts along the wall. As it turned out, they would only have safety if they provided it for themselves. 
 
    And as much as Gus had no problem with helping out, with pulling his weight, he was growing weary of holding the place together. If he stopped protecting the walls with his friends, the rotters would get inside. If they didn’t offer to scout for food in their down time, they’d all starve. But if they tried to leave, or tried to change the status quo? Gus knew that Ross would have no problem at all in turning against them. 
 
    Gus wasn’t sure why he was afraid of that. Tomas was right. He did little more than sit in his office, his door always blocked by Deborah as though she was his guard dog. He sat there supposedly making plans, supposedly running the show. And yet nothing was ever achieved. 
 
    And yet Gus still felt there was reason to fear him. 
 
    Maybe it was because some people had started to disappear. Gus hadn’t said those words out loud to anyone, not sure if his mind was playing tricks on him. But familiar faces that he’d seen around were suddenly gone, as though wiped from the scene entirely. He didn’t know many of the kids by name, mostly because he spent so much time on the wall or sleeping after his shift, but he did wonder where those kids could have gotten to. 
 
    There were only two explanations in his mind. One, that the kids were leaving of their own free will, heading off to greener pastures. It might be a suitable explanation, if those kids weren’t the same ones cowering inside and waiting for rescue.  
 
    The other option was that someone was getting rid of them.  
 
    Tomas yawned loudly and Gus patted him on the back. “Why don’t you go and get some rest? You don’t need to stay out here. Shift’s over.” 
 
    Tomas nodded, though he looked a little uncertain. Gus understood. He didn’t like to be alone. Out of everyone at the school, they could only really trust one another. With Gus and Quinn on watch, he imagined it was almost preferable to Tomas to stay out there with them, even if it meant pulling a double shift.  
 
    Just in case. 
 
    “I’ll be inside in a couple of hours,” Quinn told him. “I’m only due to stay on until midnight.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tomas said quietly. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Gus watched him clamber down the ladder and then disappear inside the school. Now, it was just Gus and Quinn, the way it had been up until the apocalypse began. Quinn hugged his knees and stared out into the dark. 
 
    “Poor kid,” Quinn murmured. “Home must feel a million miles away from him.” 
 
    “He’ll be okay. He has us.” 
 
    Quinn scoffed. “Yeah, because that makes it better. He’s trapped overseas with two kids who have no clue what they’re doing. Do you think there are people back home waiting for him? Do you think this whole mess is going on abroad?” 
 
    Gus had never really thought about it. He was so concentrated on staying alive that it was hard to picture the whole world falling apart at the same time. 
 
    “I guess just because our world has imploded, it doesn’t mean everyone’s has,” Gus said. “How many times has our country turned a blind eye to suffering in other countries? Perhaps now, we’re getting a taste of our own medicine. Perhaps they’ve just left us to suffer.” 
 
    “Food for thought,” Quinn murmured. Gus smiled ever so slightly. Quinn always knew how to draw deeper conversations out of him than anyone else. It struck him how different they were, and yet their duo had always worked. Ever since they were kids, they’d been inseparable, taking on the twists and turns of life together. But Gus had never predicted this twist of fate that had become their life. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you…I don’t suppose you’ve seen Lizzie lately?” Quinn asked, his eyebrow raised. Gus frowned. 
 
    “Which one is she?” 
 
    “Come on man, you can’t miss her. She’s that loudmouth girl with the long blonde hair, the one always fighting with someone over something. She’s maybe a year younger than us. She’s been here ever since we arrived.” 
 
    Gus shook his head wearily. “I really don’t remember her. I guess working the night shift has made sure our paths don’t cross.” 
 
    “Alright, then take my word for it. Something’s up. I noticed today that she wasn’t around. I normally get a headache from having to listen to her all the damn day, and today, I didn’t hear a peep. So where is she?” 
 
    “Is it possible she left?” 
 
    “I mean, perhaps. I can see why she’d want to. But to go out there, all alone? She hasn’t set foot outside the school since we’ve been here. How would she survive on her own with no food or weapons or experience? Seems a little crazy to me.” 
 
    Gus chewed his lip. “So what are you saying? That she’s still around, but you don’t know where she is? That a rotter got to her?” 
 
    Quinn threw his hands up in exasperation. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Something just doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    Gus fell silent. He had two options. He could ignore the gut feeling that both he and Quinn seemed to be sharing. He could pretend like everything was fine when they both knew that there was something very wrong in the school. 
 
    Or they could do some investigating. 
 
    “Let’s give it until tomorrow. If she doesn’t show up, maybe we can ask around, try and find out what’s really going on…poke around a little,” Gus suggested. Quinn nodded with a knowing look in his eyes. Gus was sure that he shared the sentiment that there was no sense in getting themselves killed over someone they didn’t know, and charging around asking uncomfortable questions was a sure-fire way to get on Ross’ bad side. They needed to tread carefully and slowly. As much as Gus didn’t like it, they were living in a dangerous place leading dangerous lives. Any wrong step they made could get them killed. 
 
    “Shall we talk to Tomas about this?” Quinn asked. Gus hesitated a moment. 
 
    “Not yet. We can keep this quiet for a while. He’s got enough on his plate.” 
 
    Quinn nodded solemnly, and yet there was a tug of a smile at the corner of his mouth. Gus knew that Quinn missed the way things used to be. Just the two of them against the world, like it always had been. Tomas was a nice kid, but Quinn and Gus had always been more than friends. Gus tended to think that if soulmates existed, in any capacity, Quinn would be his. He hadn’t quite figured out how to feel about that yet, so he’d never said it aloud, but he knew that Quinn was on his level. He always had been. 
 
    “Whatever is going on…we watch each other’s backs, alright?” Quinn said, his eyes flickering with both fear and anger. Gus clapped a hand onto Quinn’s back. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ginge woke in the middle of the night to a terrible squawking sound coming from somewhere outside. She sat bolt upright, her heart pounding. The sound had woken the kids too, and they were both staring at her blankly in the dark, looking for some explanation for the strange noise. 
 
    “Stay here,” she told them sternly as she made her way out of the attic. She quickly slipped on a pair of trainers and ran out into the yard. 
 
    Luke and Joe weren’t at their post outside the house, their chairs empty. Clearly, they’d been quick to respond to whatever the awful noise was. Ginge had a gut feeling about what it could be, and she headed around the back of the house to the chicken coops. 
 
    Her heart sank as her suspicions were confirmed. She saw the carnage on the other side of their makeshift moat. Two rotters lay dead now, dispatched by Joe and Luke, but there were feathers everywhere, stained red with blood. Ginge could smell it in the air. As she approached, she already knew what she was about to face. All she could think of was how distraught Hannah and Billy would be. 
 
    “Ginge…” Joe said as he saw her approach. “We’re sorry…they ripped through the wire…we didn’t know it was happening until it was too late…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ginge said, though the words caught in her throat. She’d raised some of those chickens from chicks, and the kids loved them as family pets. She caught sight of one of them and had to turn away. Death was familiar on a farm, but not like this. 
 
    “The wire was flimsy,” Luke commented unemotionally, bending down to touch the ripped fencing. “Anything with determination could have got through it.” 
 
    “We’ve never had any problems before,” Ginge said defensively. “Foxes have always struggled to get through.” 
 
    Luke stood up and straightened his glasses. “To be clear, I’m not pointing blame. I’m just suggesting that perhaps we need to upgrade more of our defenses on the farm. We wouldn’t want this happening to the cows again, and it looks like our precautions clearly haven’t been enough so far. ” 
 
    Ginge had worried about this time and time again. The herd was too big for them to keep a constant eye on it, and since it was a fair distance from the house, even those on watch might not get there in time to save the animals if they were under attack. She hadn’t even been sure that rotters would go for animals originally, assuming it was human flesh they craved, but she guessed that some things stayed the same. If they were hungry creatures, then she supposed they would eat whatever they could get their hands on, so long as it had a beating heart. 
 
    “Well, perhaps you’re right. Perhaps we need to make some changes,” Ginge said, rubbing at her forehead. “But who has the time and the energy to fortify the whole farm? Because I certainly don’t. I’ve got enough on my plate trying to run everything around here.”  
 
    Joe shifted from foot to foot. “Well, you know, this is kind of my forte. Maybe I can do something to help. I could build a new, better coop if I had the tools and the materials…” 
 
    “For what? We don’t have any chickens left,” Ginge said, feeling tears appearing in her eyes. 
 
    “There are some eggs in the coop,” Joe said, trying to raise a smile from Ginge. “Perhaps we can incubate them?” 
 
    Ginge nodded, not trusting herself to speak without crying. She appreciated Joe’s kindness, and he was right. They did have options. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t upset about what had happened.  
 
    “What am I going to say to the kids?” she whispered. Joe and Luke were silent for a moment, and then Luke cleared his throat. 
 
    “We’ll get this cleaned up. We can tell them that the chickens ran away. They don’t need to know what actually happened here. In fact, I think we should try and keep this between the three of us. God knows how some of the group will react when they hear about this. It makes us look weak. Vulnerable.” 
 
    Ginge held back a deep sigh. Luke never seemed to know the right thing to say in an emotionally charged situation. But she knew he was right. Those rotters had made it so close to the house without them even realizing it. Even with the moat in place, Ginge didn’t feel totally safe. What if rotters managed to clamber out of the pits? What if on the nights they didn’t have a guard something bad happened? They were spread thin as it was, and they were all exhausted. She had no idea how they were supposed to cope with the rising demands of the farm and the new life they were living. It was all too much for her to deal with sometimes. 
 
    “Go back to bed,” Joe told her softly, seeming to sense her mood. “We can deal with this. The rest can wait until morning.” 
 
    She tried for a smile for Joe’s sake. He was trying his best to make her feel better, but all she could do was walk away and try to keep her emotions inside. She knew she had to go back to the attic before the kids started wondering what was wrong. She’d have to pretend that nothing had happened. She headed to the kitchen and took a long drink of water, trying to swallow down the lump in her throat. Then, trying to hide her misty eyes, she headed back up to the attic. 
 
    As she expected, Hannah and Billy were wide awake, waiting expectantly for her return. She forced a smile. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” she said gently. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    And it was as easy as that. Because those kids trusted every word she said, and she’d never had to lie to them before. This lie, though, was only to save them pain. She clambered over sleeping bodies back to her spot beside Warren, holding in the sniffles that threatened to escape her. She lay down as quietly as she could, not wanting to disturb Warren either. 
 
    But then she felt his comforting arm snake around her body. He pulled her in close, seeming to sense that she was going through something. The relief of his touch made the tension inside her unwind, even if just for a moment. She understood that he was silently trying to tell her that it would be okay. That he was there for her, and everything was going to be alright.  
 
    And she wanted to believe him. 
 
      
 
    Joe had never had a particularly strong stomach, and cleaning up the remains of the chicken coop massacre did nothing for his aversion to gore. He retched a little as he bundled the bloodied hay into a waste bag, and Luke raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Don’t throw up your dinner,” he advised, “We just lost another food source.” 
 
    “No need to remind me of that,” Joe muttered, turning away in disgust. “You know, you might try being a little less heavy handed with everyone in sensitive moments. Couldn’t you see how upset Ginge was?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be callous, I’m just being realistic,” Luke said, pushing his glasses up his nose. “The two sometimes come hand in hand.” 
 
    “She didn’t need you to spell it out to her. She could see that this means trouble. Isn’t she under enough pressure already?” 
 
    “What’s done is done. We don’t need to discuss this further. There’s work to be done.” 
 
    Joe gritted his teeth and carried on working. It was easy to forget sometimes that dealing with Luke wasn’t like dealing with any other reasonable human being. He lived by his own set of rules, rules that only he seemed to understand. Joe sniffed, then instantly regretted it as the smell of rot filled his nose. 
 
    “Well, here’s one thing we can both agree on. We need to figure out ways to make this place even safer. I don’t want anyone living here to feel scared twenty-four seven, and it’s incidents like these that put people on edge. We’re lucky it was just the chickens.” 
 
    “And what do you suggest we do? Do you have some master plan in mind?” 
 
    “I do, actually. I could build a better chicken coop if I had the supplies. Less wire and more wood would keep the rotters out. Foxes, too. And while we’re talking about expanding our horizons, I’ve been thinking about the old barns. If we clear out the rotter corpses, we can expand our living space. Things have been getting kind of cramped in the house.” 
 
    “You really want to suggest moving into the barn where Cara nearly died? She’s going to love that plan. Good one.” 
 
    Joe stopped and sighed for a moment. “I thought you might have something snarky to say, but I have a counter. If we clear out the barn, you and I won’t necessarily have to live under the same roof anymore. How does that sound?” 
 
    Luke folded his arms over his chest, his lips twitching into an almost smile. “That’s the best thing you’ve said in a long time.” 
 
    “These are big plans, though. We’d need to start small, I guess. The barn will be too cold to live in this winter, but maybe by the spring, we can make a new home for some of us. Maybe give Ginge and her family some privacy.” 
 
    Luke sighed. “You’re thinking way into the future.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you’ve been telling us to do all along? Prepare for the worst?” 
 
    Luke offered a grim smile. “I guess you do pay attention to me sometimes.” 
 
    “You make it hard not to. So what do you think? Should I pitch the idea of us searching for supplies and make it happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Making a trip off the farm for those sorts of supplies seems like an unnecessary risk.” 
 
    “Even if it helps us survive the winter? I think it’s important. We could take a small group tomorrow and be done with it. The more time we waste, the worse the weather is going to get, and then I won’t be able to get as much done. I don’t fancy working out here in the dark in the dead of winter.” 
 
    “Ginge won’t agree to it. She’s throwing the kids a Halloween party, remember?” 
 
    Joe sighed. “I would’ve thought a Halloween party was the last thing on people’s minds.” 
 
    “It’s certainly the last thing on mine. But Ginge thinks it’ll be good for them. Like it’ll make things seem normal, or something. They’ve had their costumes for months, and they’ve got pumpkins to carve from the pumpkin patch. Ginge is going to bake a pumpkin pie with the leftovers. It’s tradition for them, apparently.” 
 
    “Well, who are we to stand in the way of tradition?” Joe said tiredly. “I don’t get it, though. If I was a kid now, I wouldn’t really feel like celebrating Halloween. Isn’t life scary enough as it is?” 
 
    “It’s happening whether we like it or not. But if you really want to try out this plan, then you should go for it. It’s definitely one of your better ideas.” 
 
    Joe smiled to himself. When it came to Luke, that counted as a win.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god.”  
 
    Fletcher felt his jaw drop. He barely heard the soft tinkle of a bell as the door of the fast food diner closed behind him. All he could register was the smell of a sizzling grill that hung heavy in the air. His stomach growled with hunger as he took in the joint. There were two stools at the counter, behind which was an illuminated menu and a sparkling coffee machine. There were three small booths against the wall, one of which was occupied by Patrick and Zoe. Even more bizarrely, they were both drinking from soda cups. 
 
    The scene seemed so surreal to Fletcher that he had to pinch himself. Was he dreaming? 
 
    Looking up from the booth, Patrick grinned at Fletcher.  
 
    “Come take a seat,” he said, gesturing to the empty bench opposite him and Zoe. He laughed at the disbelief on Fletcher’s face as he sunk slowly into the fake leather seat cushions. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “It feels like I have,” Fletcher said faintly. “This is…” 
 
    “Heaven?” Patrick suggested. 
 
    “Beautiful?” Zara added. 
 
    “The most amazing thing you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    Fletcher nodded slowly. “All of the above.” 
 
    After weeks of bunking in the store, it seemed strange to be in a restaurant. And not just a run-of-the-mill apocalypse diner that had been left derelict to rot and ruin. No, it was a clean diner from a time before with gleaming tables, shining soda taps and not a smear of blood or gore in sight. And Fletcher didn’t know whether he was just tired of the warehouse-style layout of the camping store, but even the exposed strip lighting in the diner seemed to hold a certain warmth. He half expected a customer to walk through the door and order their usual cup of coffee. 
 
    “All Sadie and Patrick,” Zoe said, noticing Fletcher’s gaze as he took in the counter and polished tiled floor. She touched Patrick’s hair affectionately. 
 
    “We didn’t do much.” Patrick shrugged. “Just a spring clean really. Got the mop out, dumped a couple of bodies outside…” 
 
    “This is amazing,” Fletcher said. “And please tell me there’s food…” 
 
    “Sadie’s cooking us up a feast,” Patrick said happily, a huge smile on his face. “You don’t know how much self-restraint it’s taken for us to wait for your guys before we eat…” 
 
    Fletcher could tell from Zoe’s pursed lips that waiting for food had not been her idea. 
 
    “Speaking of…” 
 
    Fletcher swiped Patrick’s soda cup and took a sip. The drink was cold and fizzy, and Fletcher sighed contentedly. He’d never truly appreciated the small, every day things he’d taken for granted before the biters’ reign of terror. Now, something as simple as soda brought a tear to his eye. 
 
    The tinkle of the bell announced the arrival of the rest of the group. Alby led the way proudly, as if he had been the one to single-handedly clear out the restaurant. Fletcher could see the amazement spread across Will, Hakim and Charlie’s faces as they stepped inside. They sniffed the air hungrily, Will rubbing his stomach as it rumbled.  
 
    “Please tell me that smell is actually food,” Will moaned. “And I’m not just hallucinating…” 
 
    He joined the others as they crammed into the small booth. They were elbow to elbow, but that didn’t bother Fletcher. All he could think was food. His eyes watched Sadie as she emerged from the kitchen, arms laden with plates. Silence descended on the group. 
 
    Sadie plonked down platters of fried chicken, chips and stacks of burgers in the middle of the table. Fletcher could see the eyes of everyone around the table widen at the steaming food. Even the smell was enough to send goosebumps down Fletcher’s arms. 
 
    “Well, what are you all waiting for?” Alby said. “Dig in.” 
 
    The table was carnage as everyone grabbed for the food. As they loaded their plates with more food than they’d had all week, silence descended on the group. Fletcher took a bite of his burger greedily, sauce slopping down his chin and over his hands. Surely fast food hadn’t always tasted so delicious? 
 
    “Don’t eat too quickly!” Sadie warned. “You’ll get indigestion!” 
 
    Her words fell on deaf ears. Once he started eating, Fletcher found that he couldn’t stop. He ate and he ate until he almost licked the plate clean. When the meal was done, he slumped back into his seat, exhausted. He patted his full belly happily, content. 
 
    “Right,” Will announced, licking ketchup from his finger and wrinkling his nose at his almost empty plate. “Who wants my pickle?” 
 
    Sadie leant across the table and swiped the floppy gherkin from his plate. Fletcher thought he saw a blush spread across Will’s cheeks. 
 
    “You haven’t eaten vegetables for weeks,” Hakim said. “Would it kill you to eat one?” 
 
    “I might be hungry, but I’m still not going anywhere near a gherkin, dude.” 
 
    “I’ll remind you of that when they’re the last things left,” Sadie chipped in. “Those gherkins could outlast an apocalypse.” 
 
    Realizing what she said, Sadie’s eyes widened. There was a moment of silence before the group descended into laughter, high on the first solid meal they’d had in weeks. Even Alby’s face twitched into a reluctant smile. 
 
    “We might not have to survive on jars of gherkins,” Alby said. Knowing that he’d piqued their interest, he lowered his voice conspiratorially. “There’s somewhere else that may have a stock of food like this too. Perhaps even more…” 
 
    “I don’t think you can top this,” Charlie belched, nodding to the empty plates that littered the table. Alby narrowed his eyes at Charlie, who rolled his eyes and prompted Alby to continue. 
 
    “Go on. Where were you thinking of?” 
 
    Alby straightened up. His moment to shine had clearly arrived. “The hotel. Just think…all that food they buy in for the guests! If any of it is frozen, then we’re in luck. Not to mention the other perks…our own bedrooms, with proper beds. Locks on our doors. Even our own bathrooms.” Alby paused, letting that last thought sink in. They were sharing just one dingy staff toilet and shower in the outdoors store. They’d even had to shower in the light of a single camping lantern for a few days when the lightbulb blew; that was until Zoe managed to figure out how to replace it. Sharing the shower was something that they’d just got on with - like everything else for the most part - but it was starting to test each of them. And no matter how many times Sadie and Zoe pleaded with the boys to put the toilet seat down, someone always seemed to leave it up. Fletcher secretly thought the culprit was Alby, out of spite. 
 
    “Do we really need all that space?” Will asked at last. “Sure, our own bedrooms and stuff would be pretty neat. Especially because of Hak’s snoring.” At this, Hakim jabbed Will playfully in the ribs with his elbow. “But won’t an entire hotel be hard to defend with just a handful of us?” 
 
    “That’s where the barricades come in,” Alby said. “We’ve already used them to cordon off this part of the alley from the biters. The service entrance for the town’s hotel is around the corner. If we secure the main entrance and dismantle the south barricade-” 
 
    “Dismantle?” Hakim gasped. He and Will looked at one another in horror. “Those barricades are a work of modern art!” 
 
    “A work of modern art designed to keep us safe,” Alby said. 
 
    “We spent days working on them!” Hakim said. His shoulders slumped defeatedly. 
 
    “But by dismantling barricades and rebuilding - or expanding - them gradually, we can gain more ground,” Alby insisted, trying to sound encouraging. “We can seal off more of the town, give ourselves freedom to move around safely. Maybe even create a secure compound of our own - eventually. See it as an opportunity to reinforce and improve on the blueprint that you’ve already built.” 
 
    Hakim and Will looked at one another, weighing this up. 
 
    “It was pretty fun, taking apart that scaffolding and putting it back together,” Hakim admitted. 
 
    “Apart from when you nearly killed me,” Will said. 
 
    “You’re being dramatic…” 
 
    “But it still beats being on watch,” Will agreed. “I’m in. If it means we get to eat like this…” 
 
    “And sleep like kings,” Hakim added, bumping fists with Will. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Alby beamed. “Think of all that space! Plenty to welcome in other survivors, too.” 
 
    Fletcher thought about this. He trusted the group lounging around the diner - and respected Alby, at least - and he’d started to care for the people he now saw as friends. But would it be so terrible if they met some other survivors? If they found other people to share watches and patrols with? 
 
    Fletcher caught Patrick’s eye across the table. He could see the older boy toying with the idea, mentally running through pros and cons in his head. Fletcher raised his eyebrow slightly. I’m in if you are, he thought. 
 
    “Well,” Charlie said. “What are we waiting for? Let’s plan this thing.” 
 
    As the planning session turned to chatter, Fletcher felt his eyelids droop. He slumped against the leather upholstery in the booth sleepily. With his stomach blissfully full, the strong grasp of sleep threatened to take hold. He thought of the sleeping bag and air bed that awaited him back at the store.  
 
    No more camping. Fletcher smiled blissfully at the thought. An actual bed that he could sleep in every night, that didn’t deflate by the morning. A room all of his own, free from Charlie’s snoring and Zoe attempting to whisper.  
 
    Maybe, just maybe, Fletcher thought, things will work out for us after all.

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sticking my head inside a bloody pumpkin.” 
 
    “Come on, Rori. Where’s your Halloween spirit?” 
 
    Hannah and Billy giggled as they extended their newly carved pumpkin toward Rori. He sighed and examined the base of the orange vegetable, where they had carved a hole for him to stick his head through. Heidi was grinning at him all the while. 
 
    “I’m not sure my head will even fit through here…” 
 
    “Well, we won’t know until we try,” Heidi declared, snatching the pumpkin from his hands and plonking it on his head. Rori’s cry of protest was muffled from the inside of his new head, and the kids fell about laughing once again at his misfortune. 
 
    “It smells terrible in here,” Rori muttered miserably. Heidi patted his back in mock sympathy. 
 
    “Cheer up, Pumpkin Head. You look so much more handsome now. And I think you just earned major brownie points with the kids.” 
 
    The kids were laughing uncontrollably, making requests for the newly conceived Mr Pumpkin Head to perform for them. As much as Heidi was enjoying Rori’s discomfort, it made her smile more to see the kids so happy. It was the first time since they’d arrived on the farm that she had seen such a huge smile on their faces. The entire living room was decked for the occasion since Ginge had got up early to put up banners that had been dug out from a dusty old decorations box. There was a skeleton sitting at the kitchen table and a plastic pumpkin bowl was filled with Halloween candies for them all to feast on. The kitchen now smelt of pumpkin pie as Ginge whipped one up from the pumpkin guts. Halloween had always been one of Heidi’s favorite days of the year, and she had to admit that she was as psyched for the occasion as the kids seemed to be.  
 
    Ginge and Warren came into the room to find Rori dancing for the kids with his pumpkin head on. Ginge raised a surprised eyebrow. 
 
    “So this is what happens when I let Heidi babysit for half an hour…” 
 
    Heidi took an exaggerated bow. “You’re welcome. Let’s get this party started! What’s first? A Halloween film? Bob apple? Spooky stories? Ooh, shall we mummify Rori in toilet paper?” 
 
    “I think that sounds like a huge waste of bog roll, don’t you? And I’ve suffered enough abuse from you for one day,” Rori said, wriggling his way out of the pumpkin head. “I think Warren should have to wear this for a while.” 
 
    “Oh but it suits you so much better,” Warren said with a pleasant smile. Ginge was grinning now too.  
 
    “I have to agree. And I doubt Warren could dance as well as you.” 
 
    “I have some moves,” Warren insisted. He began to sway his hips jauntily, moving his arms in time in a dance Heidi didn’t even recognise. She blinked several times. 
 
    “It’s the Time Warp,” Warren muttered, blushing. 
 
    “Wow. The terror of Halloween has truly begun now.” 
 
    Ginge elbowed him teasingly, making him smile shyly. Rori sighed and began to lower the pumpkin back on his head. 
 
    “Round two.” 
 
    “I didn’t even need to force it on you…” 
 
    “I guess I’ve accepted my fate now. Pumpkin Head lives on.” 
 
    The day continued in a similarly ridiculous fashion. There was apple bobbing, much to Heidi’s pleasure, and Ginge had also caramelized some apples for treats. The apple tree in the garden had certainly proved useful for the day. As they all loaded up on more sugar than they could stomach. Including the delicious pumpkin pie, the mood got sillier and the pumpkin head was passed around until almost everyone had tried it on. Even Cara was willing to get pumpkin in her hair for the entertainment of the kids. 
 
    In the afternoon, when they were running out of things to do, Poppy suggested a costume contest with items from Cara’s extensive wardrobe collection. The group split off into two teams with Hannah and Billy as captains. Together, Billy, Ginge, Cassie, Poppy and Luke turned Joe into a very fetching devil in a sparkly red dress and a pair of horns that Ginge had found in the back of her wardrobe. Meanwhile, team Hannah opted for black, with Heidi forcing a black fur coat on to Rori as Warren and Eliza tried to persuade him to don knee high boots. Cara even fashioned him a tail out of a pair of old tights, making him the perfect black cat for the spooky occasion. 
 
    Heidi hadn’t felt so happy since everything began. While Rori and Joe paraded around in their outfits and were given scores on their style and catwalk skills, she felt almost as though she was home. It was impossible to forget her true family, and she thought about them every single day, praying that somehow they’d be reunited in the future.  
 
    But these people were her family, too. In such a short space of time, she had to come to feel as though she would do anything for any of them. Even Cara when she was throwing a strop about doing the washing up. Even Luke with his dictatorial ways and foul moods. Even her twin who could drive her up the wall with just a few well-chosen words. They all meant so much to her that she would sooner die than let any of them come to harm.  
 
    That thought came to mind when she overheard Luke and Joe talking in hushed voices to Ginge after the costume contest. The kids were starting to wear themselves out and were sitting with Cara in front of the TV to watch an old DVD. Eliza and Cassie had offered to do a quick sweep of the farm before the sun went down, and most of the others were lounging around, resting from their sugar highs.  
 
    It was hard to take anything that Joe was saying seriously when he was still wearing his Devil costume, but his face was earnest as he told Ginge about what he wanted to do. Heidi found herself leaning in to hear better. 
 
    “There are things we can do to make this whole place easier to live in,” Joe said. “It’s not just a case of expanding the living space. Given the time and resources, I could maybe build more fencing around your land. I can upgrade the defenses we already have. But in order to do that, I’ll need more wood, nails, some wire perhaps. Basic things can go a long way, I think.” 
 
    Ginge wavered. “I like what you’re saying, but is it worth the risk? Leaving the farm to get the kind of supplies you’re looking for could cost us lives.” 
 
    “Risk, reward,” Luke said solemnly. “I have to say, the more Joe talks about this, the more I’m coming around to the idea. We have to protect what’s ours if we’re going to make it through the winter. And even if we can’t get it done straight away, upgrading the barn would be good for our morale. We would all have more space, better places to sleep, less noise. You could have your home back, Ginge. Doesn’t that sound good?” 
 
    Ginge wavered. “I mean, perhaps…” 
 
    “I’ve been wanting ways to make myself useful at the farm this whole time,” Joe said, “I know I can’t fight as well as the others, but I have skills. I just want to put them to use now. I know there are risks involved in making the trip, but I think…this is about our future.” 
 
    Heidi scooted a little closer to Ginge on the sofa. “If I might butt in,” she said. “I think it’s a good idea. I know that the barn is currently home to a bunch of dead rotters, but with a little sprucing…it could be quite nice for us to live in. Your home is lovely, Ginge, but it’s not big enough for all of us together. We’re driving one another crazy.” 
 
    “Some more than others,” Luke grumbled, glancing at Heidi and Joe in turn.  
 
    “Case in point. I think it makes total sense. And while we’re at it, we can build a little hut for Luke so that none of us have to hear him whining anymore.” 
 
    The corners of Joe’s lips twitched and Luke scowled, rolling his eyes. Ginge glanced at Heidi. 
 
    “And you’d be willing to head out on this trip, would you?” she asked. 
 
    Heidi shrugged. “I don’t see why not. In theory, it’s no more risky than going out on a food run. Besides, I’ll bet not many people are hankering to do some DIY at the moment. The supplies will be going spare. We just need to find a good place to source them from.” 
 
    Ginge chewed her lip. “Well…there’s the garden center a few miles out from here. I know we planned to go there a while back…” 
 
    “But someone got in our way,” Luke said with a pointed look at Joe. 
 
    Ginge ignored him. “I think that there’s a lot of things we could gather from there. And to be honest, I’ve been doing some thinking too. Since the crops out on the field are likely spoiled, I want to see about growing some other plants closer to the house. If we can grow some fruits and vegetables throughout the year, it might be easier to keep us fed. Our vegetable patch is pretty small as it is. If I came with you, I could pick up what we need.” 
 
    Heidi’s eyes widened. She knew that what Ginge was suggesting was a big deal. She was yet to leave the farm properly, knowing that she was needed to keep things running there. If she was willing to leave it behind, to leave the kids behind, even for a day, then she must be invested in the idea. 
 
    “When do you want to do this?” Ginge asked. Joe wavered. 
 
    “As soon as possible-” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Luke said firmly. “You’re going tomorrow. The sooner the better.” 
 
    Heidi blinked. “Don’t you mean we?” 
 
    “No. I won’t be coming along for this journey,” Luke said, pushing his glasses up his nose. “I think Cassie is more than capable of driving you there now. I’ve tutored her for long enough. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the farm. If Ginge is leaving, we need someone to keep an eye on things here.” 
 
    “Rori is perfectly capable of being in charge. Or Poppy, for that matter.” 
 
    “Perhaps for a day. But neither will thrive in a crisis, should one arise in Ginge’s absence,” Luke pointed out. Heidi folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Just say you don’t want to go, Luke.” 
 
    Luke blinked twice. “Fine. I. Don’t. Want. To. Go.” 
 
    Heidi nodded once. She was surprised that he’d admitted it out loud, but pleased. “Better. Alright, well, I suppose Cassie is going to have to agree to this…she’s yet to drive that far on her own. But if she’s game to go, then that means it’s the three of us so far. And Joe, I presume?” 
 
    Joe blushed red. “I’d rather send you out with a list…I don’t think I would do well if we needed to fight…but I will come if necessary.” 
 
    “No need. I’ll come,” Warren said, turning from his place in front of the TV. His eyes locked with Ginge’s. “I’ll go where you go.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s settled,” Luke said, rising from his seat. “Joe and I will compile a list of supplies. Take the Land Rover and come back with what you can. Let’s take the opportunity to start building our future.” 
 
      
 
    Ginge sighed into a chair. The day had exhausted her. With the remnants of sweet wrappers scattered across the room and the decorations hanging limply on the walls, it almost felt like a normal Halloween. It was almost as if she’d just brought Hannah and Billy back from trick or treating around the small village nearest them. 
 
    But talk of the trip the following day had changed the mood for her entirely. It was going to be the first time she had left the farm properly since everything began. It had been an unspoken agreement that Ginge was always needed on the farm, to oversee the animals and to be close to the kids. Besides, it was her home, her land, her life. It made sense for her to be there to protect it all, even if she would be a force to be reckoned with on supply runs. 
 
    And now she was going out there. Away from the kids, away from the life she had come to know. Part of her was excited. The thrill of being somewhere other than home turf was enough to set her heart beating a little faster.  
 
    But it was also a huge risk. If she didn’t come back, then she knew things would fall apart. She was the glue that kept the entire group together. Without her to be in charge, would Luke finally find a way to get Joe to leave the farm? Without her, would Cara collapse further into her own misery? What would happen to the kids? Not to mention the farmland. Warren was learning quickly about life on the farm, but she knew he couldn’t do it all by himself.  
 
    She knew she couldn’t afford to die out there. It would be too costly to everyone she loved. But she also knew that if she went out there, her future wouldn’t be in her hands any longer. 
 
    She hadn’t seen things the way that the others had. She’d seen the rotters in their hordes, of course, but only on home turf. She knew it would be different out there, with variables she couldn’t control and escape routes she didn’t have pre-planned. 
 
    Everyone else was in bed, and she knew that she should head up too. The following day was going to be long and tiring, she was sure. But she couldn’t face going up to the attic. She couldn’t face seeing Hannah and Billy lying peacefully in their bed, knowing that she would have to leave them behind the following day. She didn’t like the knowledge that she might be sleeping up there for the last time. That she might never come back. 
 
    “Knock, knock…” 
 
    Ginge looked up. Warren was standing sheepishly in the doorway, smiling at her. He approached cautiously and sat down beside her. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Ginge tried to answer, but the words got stuck in her throat. She didn’t want to say her fears out loud, as though that would make them more real. But Warren seemed to understand exactly what was going through her mind.  
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he murmured. Ginge managed a smile. It was a sweet sentiment, though they both knew that of the pair of them, Ginge was the one who was better equipped for the trip. If anything, she would be protecting him. And now, she was wishing he hadn’t volunteered to go on the trip. Because as much as she wanted him around, she couldn’t bear the thought of losing him out there.  
 
    “I know,” she said, “But I’m still…I’m still worried. I just hope that it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “I think it will,” Warren said gently. “Imagine in a few months when the barn is ready…you can go back to sleeping in your own home, just you and your family…and anyone else you want close by, I suppose. It won’t feel so cramped anymore…” 
 
    Ginge smiled. She wasn’t sure if Warren was implying that he’d stay with her at the house, but she had to admit, she liked the thought of it. She pictured them in front of the fire in the winter, watching the kids play and listening to Cara chattering away. She pictured them cooking meals for everyone side by side, or watching snow fall over the farm on the coldest days. She could get used to the idea of Warren being a true part of her new family, a permanent fixture. 
 
    “I think it’ll be good,” Ginge said with a quiet smile. The thought of locking in that future with Warren was enough to make her happy. Happy enough to take a risk. One day, she told herself, that’s all it will take. One day away from safety to make the future look a little brighter.  
 
    She finally felt ready to go.  
 
      
 
    “I’m fed up!” Poppy announced huffily. 
 
    “What?” Cassie mumbled blearily. “I was asleep-” 
 
    “Well at least that makes one of us!” Poppy retorted. 
 
    Sighing, Cassie propped herself up on her elbow to face Poppy. She rubbed her eyes sleepily, squinting at her friend in the dimly lit attic room. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sick of this!” Poppy hissed shrilly. She gestured to the attic. “I’m fed up with Rori’s snoring, and Heidi’s sleeptalking. Or sleep walking, for that matter! I’m sick of Luke sleeping like he’s a corpse, it really freaks me out.” 
 
    “Leave me out of this,” Luke grunted from the furthest corner of the attic. 
 
    Ignoring Luke, and without pausing for breath, Poppy continued, “I hate hearing that bloody ladder creak each time one of us needs the toilet. Or getting trodden on in the middle of the night by someone going out on watch. It’s not much fun whacking your head on these wooden beams every morning either! And on top of that, we are actually meant to be sharing this duvet Cassie!” 
 
    “I don’t do it on purpose,” Cassie grumbled, flopping back onto the mattress and shifting the duvet over. “Just pull it off me if I’m hogging it-” 
 
    “That’s not the point!”  
 
    “Look,” Cassie whispered quietly. She cast a glance nervously around at the sleeping figures of her friends in the darkness. “Nobody likes this. It’s like a permanent sleepover, except there’s no midnight feast and we’re in the scary movie rather than watching it. But sleeping up here is the safest option we have. At least right now.” 
 
    Poppy sighed with frustration. She knew that Cassie was right. Everyone else was getting on with it. Why couldn’t she? Even Luke, who Poppy had never known to actually sleep at a sleepover, hadn’t complained. And there was comfort to be found being together when they were at their most vulnerable.  
 
    But everything tonight was getting under Poppy’s skin. She was too warm under the duvet; too cold without it. Every noise - a whisper of wind, a sigh, the creak of a door or the rustle of bed covers - only made her more alert. And to top it all off, she couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that four of her friends were leaving the farm for the day, and she was getting left behind once again. 
 
    “Just rest, at least,” Cassie said reasonably. “Even if you can’t sleep.” 
 
    “All I do is rest!” Poppy complained. “I want to sleep! Properly, without any interruptions.” 
 
    “You need to really tire yourself out for that…” 
 
    “Yes, well I can’t exactly do that at the moment, can I?” 
 
    Cassie sighed frustratedly. “No, you can’t. But we need you to get better. And unfortunately, that means you have to take things slowly. At least for now. This may not be the convalescence you need, but it’s the best we can do. I’ll try to pick you up some ear plugs next time we’re on a supply run. They might drown out Rori’s dulcet tones…” 
 
    Poppy knew that Cassie was only trying to help. She was grateful for it, after the gnawing feeling in her gut that Cassie had been avoiding her. But Poppy couldn’t explain why she still felt so wound up. She nestled herself under the duvet again, trying to get comfy. Her arm brushed Cassie’s, and even though she was annoyed, the touch made her stomach squirm pleasantly. Poppy closed her eyes, trying to clear her mind of frustration. After a few quiet moments, she felt her breathing shallow, on the cusp of sleep… 
 
    She was awakened abruptly from her doze as Rori let out an almighty snore. 
 
    “No, I’ve had enough!” Poppy huffed decisively. “I’m not putting up with this tonight.” 
 
    Poppy threw back the duvet. She slid her feet into a pair of Ginge’s dad’s slippers, picking up her glasses from the floor. She made her way over to the attic’s opening, not bothering to be subtle as she stepped over her sleeping friends in the gloom. 
 
    Cassie raised her head off the pillow again, her eyes half-shut with sleep. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Downstairs,” Poppy snapped, pausing at the top of the ladder, “to sleep in peace.” 
 
    “Good - that’ll give us some peace,” Cassie mumbled. She rolled over to face away from the attic’s opening pointedly, her blonde hair spilling out over the mattress. Caught off-guard, Poppy froze for a split second at the top of the ladder. She wasn’t used to Cassie being so sharp with her.  
 
    Shaking her head, Poppy descended the ladder. She stomped down the corridor to the master bedroom, which had served as an infirmary. It was the only bedroom in the house that still had a mattress; something that had proved useful when Poppy had been bandaged up after her fall. And although Poppy had been bored stiff staying in that bedroom, going back there was a better option than the stuffy, creaking attic room.  
 
    Her smile faded as she opened the door. There was no duvet on the bed. 
 
    But Poppy was stubborn. And resourceful, she reminded herself triumphantly, as a quick rummage through Ginge’s parent’s wardrobe produced a picnic blanket. Heading to the bed in glee, Poppy unfolded the blanket over herself. It was thinner than she’d hoped for, and the material was scratchy and slightly musty. But it will have to do, she told herself as she shivered under the blanket. 
 
    Without a duvet and the warmth of Cassie next to her, Poppy noticed just how cold nights on the farm were getting. So she was grateful, not too long after, when she heard a soft pitter-patter of footsteps outside the bedroom door. She heard the door creak open, and a moment later, a duvet was draped over her gently. The faint scent of the perfume that Cassie still insisted upon using wafted over her, and Poppy felt a pang of homesickness in her chest. Opening her eyes the slightest crack, Poppy saw Cassie’s outline in the dark as she crept back towards the door. It closed quietly behind her, leaving Poppy alone again. 
 
    And though Poppy had wanted to be alone, she felt Cassie’s absence beside her. Poppy had started to realize that the rules that applied to other people on the farm didn’t seem to apply to Cassie. Poppy wanted to call out to her friend, apologize for her stroppiness and ask Cassie to stay, where they could at least have a shred of privacy in a house that always seemed to bustle with noise. But she was aware of the distance that had seemingly sprung up between them, the emotional walls that Cassie had put up.  
 
    Was Cassie keeping something from her? 
 
    Poppy knew that she’d taken her grievances and bad temper out on Cassie, and that wasn’t fair. But nor was Cassie pulling away from her when Poppy needed her most. Stubbornly, Poppy hugged the duvet around her as the creaking of the ladder under Cassie’s footsteps died away in the night.  
 
    What’s going on, Cass? Poppy wondered to herself. 
 
    She didn’t get much sleep after that. All she could think of was that Cassie was about to leave the farm and she didn’t want it to be on bad terms. She knew she had messed up. She knew she’d made a fuss over nothing when all she really wanted was for things to go back to normal. She didn’t think that was asking for too much. But for whatever reason, her best friend was permanently out of her reach, and she needed to get her back. 
 
    After tossing and turning for the next few hours, Poppy heard the creak of the ladder as someone came down from the attic. She waited a while, building up the courage to go and see who it was, and then she headed to the living room just as the sun was rising in the sky. 
 
    Cassie was sitting alone, her feet tucked underneath her as she stared out of the window at the morning sun. She turned when Poppy entered the room and raised her eyebrows slightly, looking unimpressed. 
 
    “Sleep well?” 
 
    Poppy sighed. “No.” 
 
    “Well you can hardly blame any of us for that…” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know I flew off the handle.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” Cassie paused. “But that’s alright. It happens to everyone.” 
 
    “Not you,” Poppy pointed out. She had never known such a calm person. In fact, this was the closest to angry she had ever seen her. Even when something obviously angered or upset her, she tended to keep it well hidden. But now, Cassie wasn’t hiding anything. She didn’t have to when it came to Poppy. She averted her eyes, her jaw tense. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on with us,” Cassie admitted. Poppy slowly sidled over to sit beside Cassie on the sofa. 
 
    “I don’t know either. You feel like you’re…pulling away.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cassie said quietly. “I’m just trying to focus on pulling through.” 
 
    “I don’t want to just ‘pull through’,” Poppy said. “I want things to get better. I’ve told you how I feel…how frustrated I feel…” 
 
    “And what about how I feel?” Cassie said plainly. “You’re not the only one having a tough time here, Poppy. I…I have things I need to figure out with myself. And you don’t know what it’s like…going out there all the time and seeing the dead everywhere. You don’t know how it feels to be risking your life all the time, never knowing if I’ll come home to…” 
 
    She trailed off. Poppy willed her to say the rest of that sentence.  
 
    Never knowing if I’ll come home to you… 
 
    “I know that it’s been hard for you not leaving the farm, not being able to do much, but at least you’re safe. You don’t know how lucky that makes you. I’m terrified every day of losing someone out there. Eliza, or Luke, or Heidi, or Rori. At least with you here, I know that the only person I have to worry about is myself. The others are just as capable of keeping themselves alive as I am. With you here, it stops me going crazy.” 
 
    “Well it drives me crazy every time you go out there! Why do you always have to be the one to go?” 
 
    “Someone has to do it. It’s not going to be you, or Cara, or the kids. Ginge has responsibilities here and the farm needs her. So who else is it going to be? The rest of us do our part when we have to. That’s just life now.” 
 
    “This is not life.” 
 
    Cassie rubbed at her temple, her eyes closed. “Poppy…we’re going around in circles. I think we just need to step back. Take a breath. We can talk about this when I get home later.” 
 
    Poppy’s throat tightened. “And what if you don’t come home?” 
 
    Cassie opened her eyes. There was pain in her gaze, and she didn’t have anything to say. They stared at one another for a long while, lost for words. It was almost a relief when Poppy heard footsteps behind her and someone came into the living room. 
 
    “Cassie?” Rori said. “Heidi said that Ginge and Warren want to start preparations to leave soon. They want to make sure that the trip goes smoothly.” 
 
    “Got it,” Cassie said quietly. Then she stood up and left the room without another word to Poppy, leaving her wondering whether she’d ever really get a chance to tell her what was on her mind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t hurt me anymore. Please, I didn’t mean to make you angry…you don’t have to do this…” 
 
    Ross paced back and forward in front of his pleading subject. They were alone in a classroom on the ground floor of the school, tucked away in the restricted area where nobody dared to venture. There was no risk of them being seen or heard there. The girl was tied to a chair, her face bruised and her lip bleeding a little.  
 
    He hadn’t wanted it to come to this. He didn’t want to be cruel. But there was an order to things in his kingdom. He needed people to follow the rules, or it would all fall apart.  
 
    Lizzie had been a thorn in his side since the moment she showed up three weeks earlier. Perhaps she was eager to steal his crown, to become queen of the castle. But she was always stirring up trouble for him either way. Being too loud, taking more rations than she should, scaring the other kids. 
 
    And she thought she was getting away with it. That was the funny part in Ross’ mind. Did she really believe that she could best him? He was their leader, their savior. She ought to be more grateful. But all she’d done was undermine him. 
 
    And now she had to be punished. 
 
    “You had your chance, Lizzie. You chose to make life difficult for me,” Ross said. He pulled a knife out from his pocket. He liked the way he felt in his hand. He liked the way it felt when it pressed against the soft skin of Lizzie’s throat even more. “And now I’m going to make life difficult for you.” 
 
    Hot tears were rolling down her cheeks now as she seemed to realize just how serious Ross was. In fact, he didn’t think he’d ever been more serious. She made a choking noise, trying desperately not to move any closer to the knife. 
 
    “You can let me go. I’ll just leave. I’ll go and find somewhere else. I’ve done it once before. You won’t have to worry about me. Maybe I can finally go and find my family…” 
 
    “I can’t trust you to do that,” Ross murmured. “You’re a loudmouth. I know you’ll tell the others about this conversation we’re having. You should never have come here, Lizzie. I know what you were trying to do. You wanted to take my place. You wanted the power that I have.” 
 
    Lizzie almost choked on her laughter. Ross frowned at her response. She shouldn’t be laughing. She should be crying, begging him for mercy. But she was laughing as though she didn’t believe what he was capable of. Like she didn’t respect the power he held in his hands. Her eyes met his, staring deeply. 
 
    “Power? What power? Is that what you think you have here, Ross? You’re crazy. You’re fucking crazy.” 
 
    “I made this place,” Ross growled. “I saved you all.” 
 
    “You trapped us here. We’re not even allowed to leave. You think you’re doing us a favor? Then why don’t you just slit my throat and get it over with!” Lizzie cried out, her eyes wild. Ross leaned even closer, so close that their noses were touching. He hoped it might intimidate Lizzie, but she didn’t look away. He felt rage swelling inside him, raw and hot. He’d spent so many years of his life trying to swallow those feelings down. He hadn’t wanted to be like his mother, to inflict the pain that she always set aside for him. He thought he could rise above that.  
 
    Perhaps she’d been right all along. Perhaps violence was the answer to getting what you wanted. Now he saw that he had no choice.  
 
    This was always how things were supposed to be. 
 
    “I’m not going to slit your throat,” Ross said as calmly as he could. And then he buried his knife in Lizzie’s upper arm. She screamed, the shrillness of her tone a shock to his ears. But he dug the knife a little deeper. It felt good. It felt right. And now he understood why he himself bore so many scars. The cigarette burn on his shoulder. His weak ankle that his mother had broken so that he wouldn’t make the football team. The lump of scar tissue on his ear that his mother claimed was a piercing gone wrong. He understood now why she did those things to him.  
 
    Because it felt good to inflict it. 
 
    “I don’t want you dead yet,” he murmured. “That would be far too easy.” 
 
    “Ross, please!” Lizzie cried out. “I’m just a kid…” 
 
    Just a kid. He was just a kid too when he endured the things that his mother had put him through. A kid waiting to fill her shoes. A kid being prepared for his future. He twisted the knife and heard the agonized cry echoing around the room.  
 
    It’s like music to my ears, he thought.   
 
      
 
    Deborah was waiting for Ross in his office. She had her arms folded, a stern expression on her face as she studied him. He wanted to roll his eyes at her. She always took things so seriously. Ever since he’d made her his right hand man, she’d done nothing, but disapprove of him. 
 
    But she never did anything to stop him. She was a faithful little dog to him. She might be built like a mountain and look tough as nails, but Ross knew that he had her under his thumb. She didn’t want to go against the grain, to show the world that she was a coward waiting to be told what to do. That’s why he’d picked her. He had high hopes for her. 
 
    But today felt different. She looked him up and down with something close to disgust on her face. Ross pretended to ignore her and sat down in his office chair, propping his feet up on the desk as though he didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” he said after a long stretch of silence. “Speak up.” 
 
    “What have you done?” Deborah asked in a low growl. Ross examined his hands. He had done his best to wash them, but blood was still staining the whites of his nails. He curled his fingers into fists, hiding the evidence. 
 
    “I did what needed to be done.” 
 
    “Which was what? Torture a young girl? And for what?” 
 
    Ross glanced up at Deborah with a smirk. “For not following the rules. For making my life more difficult. I could hardly let her go, could I? She could have ruined everything. I run a tight ship here. Anyone who betrays me will have to suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “And now a girl is dead.” 
 
    “Perhaps not yet,” Ross said innocently. He had no idea whether the undead had feasted on Lizzie yet. Still, it wouldn’t be long now. He had sent her around the back of the school, bleeding and missing several fingers and toes. The smell of blood was bound to draw them right to her. She’d asked for one last chance to get away, and he had obliged. If she made it out of there alive, then so be it. She’d never dare come near the school again, at least.  
 
    He was too merciful sometimes.  
 
    Ross stood up and circled the desk. “Have I not kept everyone here safe? Fed and watered? That’s what I promised to do. And ungrateful little rats like Lizzie threaten everything I’ve tried to build.” 
 
    Deborah’s jaw was shaking with anger. “She’s a child. She’s hungry. She’s scared.” 
 
    “Don’t you care that she broke the rules? Stole rations? She was taking food from your mouth, Deborah. So don’t get all high and mighty with me. She was a problem, and I fixed it. Check your attitude.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should check yours,” Deborah snarled. “You don’t know what you’re doing. I was foolish to think that you did. We might be alive, but for what?” 
 
    Ross took his knife from his pocket once again. It was still covered in Lizzie’s blood. He pointed it at Deborah and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t point that stupid thing at me. I could crush you with my bare hands.” 
 
    “Then do it,” Ross snarled. Deborah laughed, swatting his hand away. 
 
    “For what? So that I have to take on the mess you’ve made here? I’m not here to take your job, Ross. I don’t want anything to do with it. I’m here to warn you. People are going to start getting suspicious of what you’re up to. And if you don’t start covering your tracks better, they’ll turn on you.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t last five minutes without me.” 
 
    “So you say. But what do you do, really? Sit in this room and lord over everyone like they’re your loyal subjects? Please. Don’t be such a child. You’ve got Gus and Quinn working their fingers to the bone on the walls, protecting everyone. If either one of them decides to turn on you, everything you have here will fall apart. Because they’re the ones really running the show. They’re the ones that the younger kids look to for safety, security. The illusion of power will crumble sooner rather than later. So listen to me when I tell you this…you need to do more.” 
 
    “You’re walking on thin ice,” Ross snarled, but Deborah wasn’t listening. She was already on her feet and headed to the door. Ross couldn’t understand. When had he lost his grip on her? When had his system fallen apart? 
 
    As Deborah left the room, Ross allowed himself to feel the swell of anger inside him. She didn’t understand him. No one did. They were all so damn ungrateful for him, never acknowledging what he’d done for them. 
 
    Didn’t she see? It didn’t matter that he never got his hands dirty. Why should he? It was him who had banded them all together and kept them alive. It was his job to move his pawns around, to make the system he’d created work for all of them. Sure, it left him on top while others did his bidding, but the world had always been that way. In the animal kingdom, the predators ruled the prey. Why was this any different? He was just taking advantage of the new age. 
 
    But if Deborah was slipping through his fingers, then she was right. He needed to make some moves. He needed to remind everyone of who was really in charge.  
 
    In Lizzie’s final moments, she had understood. She had learned the hard way who he really was. And now, he just had to make the others see, Deborah included. He sat back down behind his desk, yanking a pad of paper out of the desk drawers and slapping it down in front of him. 
 
    And then, he began to plan.  
 
  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Are we all ready?” Patrick asked. 
 
    The small group gathered in the empty hotel lobby. Fletcher could feel the nervous energy buzzing between them. He could see it in the way that Will tapped his foot restlessly against the carpet, and the way that Charlie shifted his baseball bat between his hands. Alby had taken up watch on the barricade with Sadie, armed with a pair of binoculars and a walkie talkie. It wasn’t lost on Fletcher that despite not wanting to get his hands dirty, Alby still wanted to be involved in the operation. 
 
    “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Charlie said. He and Zoe were standing by the entrance to the stairwell, weapons in hand. 
 
    They’d decided that the best course of action to clear out the hotel would be to split up. The last thing any of them wanted was for their entire entourage to be confined in the hotel’s narrow hallways. Their guess was that most of the hotel’s undead residents would likely still be locked in their rooms. With Charlie as their strongest fighter, he and Zoe had been tasked with clearing the hallways and stairwells as quickly as possible. Then, it would be a staggered start for the others to methodically work through the floors to take out the trapped biters.   
 
    “We’re on the radio if you need us,” Fletcher reminded them. He patted the walkie talkie in his belt proudly. 
 
    “Roger,” Charlie replied, with a salute.  
 
    “No, that’s Fletcher,” Will said.  
 
    “And that’s a terrible joke,” Charlie retorted, his lips twitching as he held back a smile. He turned to Zoe, who smiled nervously. “Shall we get this over with?” 
 
    Zoe nodded. She kissed Patrick on the cheek and his eyes lingered on hers. “Be careful, whatever you do.” 
 
    “I will,” she promised. “And you too. I’d like my boyfriend in one piece, please.” 
 
    Patrick smiled. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Will make a fake vomiting noise that caused Patrick to blush. He pulled away from Zoe, the tips of his ears burning red. She moved toward the door, which Charlie was holding open for her. 
 
    “Go get ‘em!” Will encouraged.  
 
    After they left, Fletcher ducked behind the concierge’s desk. A quick rummage produced two sets of master keys that would unlock all of the rooms in the hotel. Fletcher pocketed one set and threw the other to Will. 
 
    “I never thought I’d have to worry about losing my keys again,” Will said. 
 
    The comment was met with silence. This was the part that Fletcher hated the most. Knowing that he was staring into the face of the unknown.  
 
    He could see the tension in Patrick’s jaw with each minute that passed. After their close shave in the car park, Fletcher knew that Patrick was hesitant to let Zoe out of his sight again. He couldn’t blame him. If he had someone so important left to hold on to, he wouldn’t be apart from them for even a minute. 
 
    “That’s fifteen minutes,” Patrick said at last, consulting his watch. “That should have given them enough of a head start...us next Fletch.” 
 
    Fletcher bid farewell to Will and Hakim, who loitered behind in the lobby waiting to tackle the second floor. There was no point in them getting in one another’s way. Besides, they weren’t in any rush. Though the sooner Fletcher had a bed, the happier he’d be, he thought. 
 
    Up the stairwell to the first floor, Fletcher followed close to Patrick’s lead. The first floor hallway was empty, save for the sprawled bodies of biters slumped against the walls. Clearly, Charlie and Zoe had done their job and pushed onto the next floor. Stepping over the bodies, Fletcher and Patrick approached the first door along the corridor cautiously. Patrick raised a fist and banged it against the door loudly. 
 
    “I don’t think we need to knock…” 
 
    “We might be able to hear if anything’s in there if we stir the biters with noise,” Patrick pointed out. He pressed his ear against the wooden door. “It sounds empty…” 
 
    As Patrick slipped the master key in the lock, Fletcher felt his heart rate quicken. He’d traded his trusty javelin for a kitchen knife from the diner, and he already missed the familiar weight of the weapon in his hands. He felt almost naked without it, and he hoped he’d hold up well enough if there was a fight. 
 
    Patrick swung the door open slowly, poised for battle. He waited for a moment in the doorway before creeping cautiously inside the hotel room. Fletcher expected to hear the guttural, wet snarl of a biter, but they were met with silence. The room was empty.  
 
    “Well that was anticlimactic,” Patrick said.  
 
    As if on cue, a faint, irregular thumping sound made both boys jump.  
 
    “Bathroom,” Fletcher mouthed. Patrick nodded, covering his back as Fletcher inched towards the only other door in the suite. He turned the handle slowly, ready to dive out of the way for Patrick to take care of whatever may stumble out from the bathroom.  
 
    The bathroom door swung open to reveal a biter wrapped in a shower curtain, writhing in the bathtub. With an audible sigh of relief, Fletcher stepped into the tiled bathroom. 
 
    “I thought baths were meant to be relaxing,” he said, watching the biter squirm and gurgle wetly as they approached. “But easy. Five points.” 
 
    It was a game they’d started to award points for biter kills, based on how easy or how risky the kill was. The irony was that they’d taken out way too many biters to really keep score. And they didn’t usually have the luxury of time for the riskier kills. 
 
    “Have you ever stabbed through a shower curtain before?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “I can’t say that I have. But let’s hope you can’t gnaw through one.” 
 
    Fletcher stepped towards the bathtub. He looked down at the biter’s face, its features distorted by the white plastic. Before he could let himself think any more of it, Fletcher drove the blade of his knife through where he guessed the eye socket to be. The blade hit true. The biter stopped moving, and slumped lifelessly inside its porcelain grave. 
 
    Patrick locked the door softly behind them, leaving the biter’s corpse inside. There would be time to clean up later, when the hotel was secure. He took a wad of sticky notes from his back pocket and slapped a blue one on the door to mark it as cleared. 
 
    They worked their way along the corridor in the same routine, with Patrick knocking on each door before they entered. They were sometimes greeted with a familiar hungry moan from within, but other rooms were mercifully empty. But for Fletcher, the kills didn’t hold the same sadness as they once had. They weren’t just fighting to stay alive. They were fighting for something. A home.  
 
    And Fletcher wanted somewhere to belong. 
 
      
 
    Charlie and Zoe had made it to the top floor of the hotel. It had been tiring work, but with each biter they’d taken out in the hallways, the closer Charlie had felt to victory. And it felt good to be doing something again. Something worthwhile that didn’t just keep them safe but had the promise of giving them a new lease of life. 
 
    But he was exhausted. His bat was caked in flesh and blood, hair matted around the wooden end. He was sweating heavily in his fatigues and his shoulders ached from the exertion of pummeling the undead.  
 
    “Just one more floor,” Zoe said breathlessly. Whether she was saying it to herself or to him, Charlie wasn’t sure. She looked beat too, her usually perfect hair unruly and her face splattered with droplets of blood. “Just one more floor…” 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Charlie reassured her. He put a hand on Zoe’s shoulder, trying to tap into some of the old fire he’d once had as captain of the football team. “One last push now, and that’s it. You’re doing great.” 
 
    And she was. She’d got stuck in and done her fair share of the dirty work. She’d caught any stragglers that managed to sneak past Charlie’s broad build. Charlie knew that she was still nervous around the undead - hell, even he had his moments - but she was getting there. He tried his best not to compare fighting with her to fighting alongside Nora. Nora, who’d have thrown herself into the fray without looking back to see if he’d followed her. 
 
    Nora, who anticipated his next move before he knew what he was doing. 
 
    Nora, who’d died to give him a chance to live. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Zoe said. She took a deep breath. “I need a shower Charlie. This is disgusting.”  
 
    “You can have ten showers if we get through this. We will have earned it.” 
 
    Charlie turned to the last door at the top of the stairwell. It was almost over. He hated to admit how tough it had been for him to keep up the sportsman charade. Because without his football teammates behind him, or Nora, he felt weak. He felt useless. 
 
    Charlie shook his head. You can’t think like that. You made it this far. 
 
    Resigned, he pulled open the last door. 
 
    A sea of biters awaited them. They were crammed into the narrow hallway, shoulder to shoulder in a stinking mass of growling flesh. 
 
    And they all turned their snarling faces towards the two humans. 
 
    “Ah shit,” Charlie cursed as the bodies began tumbling towards them. He grabbed the handle and tried to force the door shut. A biter’s hand snaked through the door frame, its fingers clawing the air to grab him. Charlie heard the bones splinter as he backed against the wood and pushed with all the strength he could muster from his weary muscles.  
 
    It was almost closed… 
 
    Charlie felt his feet slide out from under him as he lost his grip. As the door opened, the force of the horde of biters sent him stumbling into the wall. His face smacked against the plaster and Charlie felt his nose shatter from the impact. He’d bitten down on his tongue - hard - and he could taste metal as blood filled his mouth. 
 
    “Charlie!” Zoe shouted over the symphony of hungry mouths. “Charlie!” 
 
    Black spots danced in his vision as pain exploded across his face. He couldn’t see the bodies that tumbled towards the stairwell, their greedy arms outstretched. He couldn’t see the biters sniff the air for the fresh blood that poured from his broken nose. 
 
    “Charlie!” Zoe screamed. 
 
    But Charlie didn’t hear her. He didn’t feel the undead, rotting hands that closed around his body as the biters swarmed. Because when he blinked, he was back in the school. Battling through a sea of monsters in the dark as Nora and Fletcher fought for their lives beside him. He watched as the biters descended in a frenzy onto Nora, tumbling down the stairs… 
 
    Wait, stairs? 
 
    And suddenly, it wasn’t Nora who was screaming his name, it was Zoe. Zoe, whose body had disappeared beneath a writhing mass of snarling teeth and broken flesh. Her hands reached out for Charlie as she screamed… 
 
    Charlie broke free of the biters’ hold, forcing his way to Zoe through the hands and mouths of the monsters that surrounded him. He swung and he slashed with his bat and he kicked out until the stairwell was littered with blood and gore. 
 
    “Zoe,” Charlie croaked. He collapsed onto the floor beside her. She was shaking, her brown eyes wide with fear as tears tracked down her pale face. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Zoe reached out with trembling fingers towards Charlie’s face. “Your nose…” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Charlie dismissed, though his eyes watered with pain. He spat a mouthful of blood onto the carpet. He was covered in it, and the smell turned his stomach more than the rotting biters. “Are you…?” 
 
    “I’m okay, I’m okay…you got me in time.” 
 
    “But I almost didn’t.” Charlie’s voice caught in the back of his throat. “I almost didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “This is by far the weirdest thing I’ve done,” Will said. 
 
    It had been a joke at first when Hakim suggested disposing of the bodies in the laundry chute. But after weighing up their options - and both boys agreeing that they’d rather avoid carting rotten corpses down six flights of stairs - it seemed the best one.  
 
    So that was how Will had found himself trying to force a particularly large corpse into the open mouth of a small metal laundry chute. 
 
    “I just hope we don’t get a traffic jam in the chute…I’m not crawling in there to unblock it…” Will looked pointedly at Hakim, who had a much smaller frame. 
 
    “Well I’m not either!” he said, folding his arms resolutely. 
 
    “Go on, I’ll hold your legs-” 
 
    “No. Not happening.” 
 
    “Why not? Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “You’ll drop me!” 
 
    “Help me shift this one then-” 
 
    After a few moments of shuffling the body this way and that, Will watched the soles of the biter’s shoes vanish. They were rewarded with the sound of metallic bumps as the dead weight descended down the chute.  
 
    “That’s the last one,” Hakim said, gesturing to the blood-stained laundry cart that now stood empty. “I feel for the poor sod who has to clean the laundry room…” 
 
    “Or do any of the laundry,” Will added grimly. 
 
    Hakim closed the laundry chute, wheeling the cart to the side. They had one more floor to tackle before they could regroup in the lobby. Progress had been slow, checking every room and bathroom they could find. They’d come across rooms that had clearly seen battle. Rooms that were splashed with blood, handprints decorating the walls. Rooms that were eerily empty, though people’s belongings still lay untouched and forgotten by their owners. The worst had been finding a crib set up in the corner of a family suite. It had been empty - thankfully - but the sight of the abandoned teddy nestled amongst the blankets had turned Will’s stomach. 
 
    As they worked their way through the last floor, Will frowned. On the other floors they’d come across empty rooms, but an entire floor of them? Something about that didn’t quite sit right. 
 
    But when they reached the last room on the floor, it seemed their biter-free streak had run out. Will put a finger to his lips, motioning for Hakim to be quiet. He pressed his ear against the door and heard the muffled sounds of movement from within.  
 
    “Biters,” Will mouthed to Hakim, who nodded knowingly. 
 
    Will slid the key into the lock, turning it as quietly as he could. He raised his mallet, giving the door a gentle push and readying himself for the fight. 
 
    Will was right. The room was occupied. 
 
    But the residents in this room weren’t dead. 
 
    The residents in this room were very much alive. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The mood was tense as the group readied themselves for the trip to the garden center. Warren couldn’t help noticing it everywhere he looked. It was in the silence between Poppy and Cassie, who both kept casting furtive glances at one another. It was in the overly loud jokes that Rori and Heidi were cracking to one another, laughing as though nothing was wrong. And it was in the way Luke watched over them all, uncertainty clouding his gray eyes. Warren was sure that if Luke was anxious about the trip, then something had to be wrong. 
 
    But the supplies would be important to their survival. Warren was beginning to understand materialism now. The more stuff they had, the more resources they had to pull from, the higher their chances of survival became. If making their way through Joe’s shopping list helped them all survive the winter, then Warren was more than willing to make the trip.  
 
    Cassie didn’t say a word as she got into the driver’s seat, and one by one, the others said their goodbyes and got into the car. Ginge slid into the backseat with Warren, offering him a reassuring smile. She didn’t look half as worried as the others did. After all, if she was scared, she wouldn’t have been willing to leave the kids behind. Warren knew that Ginge fully intended on making it home that day, and that thought alone calmed him enough to know that he could get through it.  
 
    The journey was quiet aside from occasional consulting of a map and directions from Ginge. They didn’t seem to run into half the obstacles they’d come across in their first attempt at visiting the garden center weeks earlier. Warren watched the world go by, feeling surprisingly calm. He hadn’t left the farm since the day he’d arrived, but most of the world looked unchanged. It was only as they drove through the town that he could see the signs of chaos and destruction, at which point he simply turned his head away and watched Ginge instead. He didn’t think it was possible for a person to be so completely beautiful, and yet there she was. She was enough to make him forget that this was supposed to be the end of the world.  
 
    Because meeting her had been the start of his. 
 
    As they pulled into the car park of the garden center, Warren tore his eyes away from the beautiful girl beside him and stared at the chaos surrounding them. It looked as though it had been busy when the world fell apart. There were still cars in the lot, though many of them were splattered with blood or smashed up. Warren spotted a car that contained an empty baby seat and had to look away. 
 
    “I guess we don’t need to look for a parking space now that everything’s gone to shit,” Cassie said with an uneasy laugh. “Just as well. Luke never taught me how to bay park.” 
 
    Cassie cut the engine outside the revolving doors that provided an entrance to the garden center. Silence descended as the engine spluttered from life, and she opened the door tentatively, drawing her knife. 
 
    “Seems quiet enough,” Warren whispered. 
 
    “We can’t be too careful,” Heidi murmured, her screwdriver held tightly in her hands. Her knuckles were white. 
 
    “She’s right,” Ginge said, pointing. The others looked toward the revolving doors and saw exactly what Ginge meant. Trapped inside the doors like filthy animals were five rotters, clawing desperately at the glass and drooling thick ropes of bloody saliva on the floor. A sixth rotter lay on the floor, most of its flesh picked clean from its body. Its arms and legs were merely bone now, but the body seemed to be keeping the doors stuck in place. Warren swallowed. 
 
    “I hope there’s another entrance.” 
 
    “Yes. We can head around the back, there’s a second set of doors that lead into the cafe. We can get through to the rest of the store and the gardens that way,” she told them. “I just hope the electricity doesn’t come back on.  I sure as hell don’t want those revolving doors opening in a hurry.” 
 
    The group set off behind Ginge, eyes alert for any signs of movement. The only sound was the breath rattling in their lungs and the soft slap of their shoes on the tarmac. Warren hated the uncertainty of it all, sticking close to Ginge’s side. He knew he’d do anything to protect her from whatever might wait for them, but he was also aware that she could handle herself. He needed to focus on himself and staying alive. 
 
    The back entrance consisted of a set of glass doors that were slightly ajar. They seemed relatively untouched in comparison to the front of the store. Ginge nudged the door with her foot and winced as it made a loud creaking noise that echoed around the empty parking lot. But when she peered into the dark cafe, she seemed satisfied that all was well. 
 
    “I can’t see or hear anything we need to worry about,” she whispered, beckoning the others forward. Warren followed her inside and peered around. The cafe looked largely untouched by the outside world, and it made Warren feel uneasy. It looked wrong, somehow, with the clean tables and polished floor. The only sign that something was amiss was the bad smell coming from the kitchens and some flies buzzing around sunken corpses.  
 
    “This place still gives me the heebie jeebies,” Warren said with a shudder. He swore he saw Ginge smile at his reaction and he blushed, wondering why he couldn’t have thought of something less lame to say. It only reminded him how hard he found it trying to talk to girls. 
 
    “I say we split off,” Cassie said, nodding to the exit of the cafe. “Me and Heidi can take half the list and you can take the other with Warren.” 
 
    Ginge nodded. “I might know what I’m doing more with the crops and planters I had in mind. If you can look for Joe’s supplies, then that’s probably an even split.” 
 
    Heidi shrugged. “I’m happy with that. But if I can’t find the right kind of hammer, I’m not taking any blame for it.” 
 
    “Just grab what you think is necessary and let’s get out of here. If this trip goes well, we can always come back. It’s more important for us to stay safe than to get everything.” 
 
    “Agreed. I’m not psyched at the idea of my life ending at a garden center, of all places,” Heidi said with an exaggerated shudder. 
 
    “We’ll be back at the car in twenty minutes, tops,” Cassie said, already heading for the door. “If there’s trouble, holler.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Warren said, waving them off. As they disappeared, he became very aware of the fact that he and Ginge were alone now. More alone than they’d ever been, away from everyone at the farm. She turned to him with a soft smile and he felt his stomach twist.  
 
    “I kind of like being back in a place like this,” she said, leading the way through another door to the gardening section. “It kind of feels like home to me. I used to come to garden centers a lot with my family. We’d grab some lunch, look at all of the furniture, admire the plants…and don’t get me started on the Christmas section. We’d come home with armfuls of new decorations that we definitely didn’t need.” 
 
    Warren smiled, although he felt a tug in his heart at the story. Not just because Ginge had lost her parents, but because he didn’t have any memories like those of his own. When he thought about his family, he usually remembered screaming and fighting and slamming doors. He’d hide up in his bedroom and try to drown out the sounds of his parents fighting, and mostly, they let him. It was almost as though he didn’t exist in their world. 
 
    But he wasn’t interested in telling Ginge that. He didn’t want her knowing that before he met her, there wasn’t much to live for. He didn’t want to admit that he’d never had many friends because he was always worried about bringing them back to his house and being embarrassed of his parents. He didn’t want to let her see that everything had begun with her, a new beginning for him in a world that had never seemed to open its arms to him. He might be terrified of their new reality, but at least in this version, somebody cared about him. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Warren said with a soft smile. “I’ve never really been to a garden center before.” 
 
    “They’re magical places,” Ginge said with only a hint of sarcasm in her tone. “Come on. I’ll prove it.” 
 
    Warren didn’t need her to prove it to him. It felt pretty special already with her by his side. But he followed her to a shelf that was full of seed packets, lined up like magazines on a podium. Ginge ran her hand over them in awe, and Warren could see the farmer in her at that moment. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Ginge said. “We don’t really have any neighbors around us, but there are definitely a few houses dotted along the main road. We could try and recruit some help from any locals who are still alive to work on the farm. And in exchange we can let them go home with some of the produce. I guess trading skills and food is the way to do business nowadays.” 
 
    “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Warren said softly. “Though you might need to talk Luke into it…you know how he is about strangers.” 
 
    Ginge rolled her eyes with a smile. “Yeah, well, it’s my farm. If he doesn’t like it, he’ll just have to suck it up. I’m not wasting good opportunities just because he’s antisocial. Now, what do you think we should plant? I was thinking carrots, tomatoes, perhaps some beans…things that grow pretty quickly and the seeds can be replanted. Also potatoes.” 
 
    “Because potatoes are the best?” 
 
    Ginge shook her head, though she was still smiling. “They’re calorie heavy. We’ll need that this winter if we don’t want to starve. They store for a long time too, which is good. We might as well take what we can carry for now anyway, so let’s just take it all. I was thinking I might get some herbs for the kids to tend to. I think it’s wise to start teaching them ways to contribute, even in small ways.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Here, I’ve got loads of room in my bag,” Warren said, swinging his rucksack off his shoulder and unzipping it. Ginge began grabbing handfuls of useful seeds and stuffing them into the bag. 
 
    “We can plant these in the garden,” Ginge said. The shelves were looking emptier by the second. “Behind the moat, where we don’t have to worry so much. After what happened with the chickens, I feel sort of protective of what’s ours. I know it’s just a few vegetables…but it’s about more than that. We have to hold on to everything we have…” 
 
    Ginge’s eyes flickered up and caught on to Warren’s. He tried to keep his face neutral, to hide the fact that his heart had come close to bursting. Was she thinking the same thing as him? That the thing he wanted to hold on to most was looking right back at him? 
 
    Ginge cleared her throat and stood up a little straighter, avoiding his gaze. “I was hoping we could maybe try and grab a few planters. I remember they used to have them in the garden area. And imagine if we could get our hands on a fold-away greenhouse…” 
 
    “You sure know how to show a guy a good time, Ginge. Seed packets and a fold-away greenhouse, all in one day?” 
 
    Ginge grinned. “I’m a farm girl, Warren. It doesn’t get any better than this.” 
 
    “Then I’m here for the ride, I guess.” 
 
    The pair of them fell in step as they headed into the garden area, their arms brushing against one another. There was a flutter in Warren’s stomach. He wished they didn’t have to go back to the farm. He wished that they could find somewhere to hole up together, just the two of them, where he could spend all day talking to her and not thinking about anything else. It was hard to imagine what could be better than that. 
 
    But he told himself to just enjoy the moment. It wouldn’t last forever, after all. Nothing good ever could. 
 
    They stepped out into the sunshine, where the quiet garden area spread out before them. Warren could hear the sweet sound of birds chirping nearby, and the whole place smelt green. It was a relief from the suffocating smell inside, the smell of death that Warren struggled to shake these days. But this? This was a paradise. 
 
    “I wish we had longer,” Ginge said, echoing Warren’s thoughts. “I could stay out here all day.” 
 
    “It’s a good job this stuff is coming home with us,” Warren said, reaching out and grabbing a planter in the shape of a pyramid. He showed it to Ginge. “For the kids.” 
 
    “They’ll love it,” Ginge said. “Though I don’t know how we’re going to carry all of this…” 
 
    “Let’s make a quick trip back to the car. We can ditch some stuff and then come back.” 
 
    They loaded up on supplies, including a fold-away greenhouse, to Ginge’s joy. Keeping their eyes open for trouble, they made it to and from the car in one piece. Then, it was just the two of them, ambling through the gardens with a few minutes to spare and nothing urgent left on their list to collect. Warren could almost imagine that they were on their first date, enjoying the autumn sunshine. He knew that if that were the case, he would definitely buy her some kind of gift to commemorate the day. He’d never been on a date before, but he thought that would be the perfect way to show how happy he was to be there. He began scanning the place for something worthy of Ginge, something beautiful to give her, even in a world where everything had turned ugly. 
 
    And then they walked past the rose bush. 
 
    The plant was spectacular. Warren realized that he’d never actually seen one before, which struck him as odd. It seemed like one of those things that he must have seen in person before. But the tingle on Warren’s skin told him that he’d never seen anything like it in his short life. 
 
    The roses were a deep red color. So deep, in fact, that they were almost black, like dried blood. They were hauntingly beautiful, and Warren’s first instinct was to get a closer look. 
 
    “You know, my middle name is Rose,” Ginge said, delicately brushing one of the petals with her fingers.  
 
    Warren reached out and tried to pluck a rose from the bush, but his fingers snagged on a thorn. He winced, but managed to dig his nails into the stem and free it from the plant. He twirled the flower between his fingers and looked up at Ginge. She was still admiring the bush, and didn’t see that he’d taken the flower. Gently, he took her wrist in his other hand and pulled her closer. She gasped ever so slightly and he carefully tucked the rose behind her ear. Her cheeks reddened, but this time, when their eyes locked, they didn’t move away from one another. There was no shying away from it anymore. Warren could feel his heart thudding way too fast in his chest. 
 
    “How does it look?” Ginge whispered.  
 
    “Perfect. You’re perfect, Amy Rose.” 
 
    Ginge giggled. “No one ever calls me my real name. It sounds kind of strange to hear someone say it.” 
 
    “Oh…I’m sorry,” Warren mumbled, fumbling over his words. But Ginge just smiled and moved ever so slightly closer. 
 
    “It’s okay…it’s nice.” 
 
    This is it, Warren thought to himself. This is your chance. He wanted to kiss her more than anything in the world. He was going to do it. He was finally going to do it… 
 
    But that was when he heard the rustling from the bushes beside him. There was something beneath the leaves, trapped in the branches. Something hungry. Something moving slowly at first, but then much too fast. Warren watched as a drop of blood fell from the cut on his finger, and the creature stirred faster, hungered by the sight of the scarlet droplet. 
 
    Warren froze for one second, but it was one crucial second too many. He watched as a rotter slid out from its hovel, reaching for Ginge. 
 
    “No!” he cried out, leaping forwards and shoving Ginge back so hard that she almost fell. But he had to get her out of the way. He couldn’t let the rotter get to her - 
 
    He grappled for his knife. He knew he had to kill it fast. 
 
    But Warren had never been quick. 
 
    He shoved the knife into the rotter’s skull.  
 
    Just as the rotter sank its broken, mangled teeth into his leg. 
 
      
 
    “Do we have everything?” Heidi asked, peering over Cassie’s shoulder at Joe’s list. She was frowning at it as though it was a math equation that had no solution. They were standing in the hardware section of the store and both of them were massively out of their depth. 
 
    “Well, we got the nails, the hammers and the wood…I’ve got a spool of wire here too…but I don’t know how much more we can possibly fit in the car. It was ambitious to begin with, and I saw that Ginge and Warren have put some supplies in the car already…” 
 
    “Then I guess we should just leave the rest for now, right? We can always come back if we need to. And I refuse to even look for tartan paint…does Joe think we were born yesterday?” 
 
    The scream that echoed through the garden center was like nothing Heidi had ever heard before. It sent a horrific chill down her spine and her head whipped toward the noise.  
 
    “It’s coming from the gardens,” Cassie said. “We need to go.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the supplies?” Heidi said in a panicked stupor. 
 
    “Leave them!” 
 
    “Right, yes, of course. Ginge! Hold on, we’re coming!” Heidi yelled, terrified as their feet thudded against the smooth floor. They were making a lot of noise, but it couldn’t be helped. They had to reach Ginge before something else did. 
 
    They ran down an aisle that was littered with cardboard boxes, and a blur of movement flashed on her right. A rotter lunged toward them, a mass of filthy hair and ragged clothing.  Ahead of her, Cassie carried on running, turning the corner and yelling out for Ginge, her voice echoing in the silent garden center. 
 
    The rotter collided with Heidi and they fell to the floor, Heidi pinned down by the vicious creature. It snapped its teeth hungrily at her, and Heidi fought hard to keep it away, trying to angle her screwdriver for the kill.  
 
    Cassie turned on her heel at the sound of the chaos and ran back, ramming her knife through the rotter’s eye socket. Heidi scrambled to her feet and Cassie pulled the blade back with a sickening squish. The two girls looked at each other for a mere moment before running again, zigzagging in between aisles of ceramic pots, trowels and bags of fertilizer. The anguished cries from Ginge were getting less frequent, and Heidi heard a heart-breaking sob fill the quiet of the abandoned garden center. They turned a final corner and came to a stop, panting. 
 
    Heidi’s heart stopped at what she saw. Warren was lying on the ground, his eyes wide with shock, his lungs gasping for air. Ginge was cradling him on her lap, her shoulders shaking as she sobbed. Close by, a rotter lay dead, but Heidi could see that the damage had already been done. A gaping wound on Warren’s ankle told her everything she needed to know.  
 
    “Ginge, we’ve got to go,” Cassie said quietly, tears streaming down her face as Ginge clung to Warren’s limp body. “There are more of them coming…” 
 
    “Go,” Warren croaked to Ginge, tears sparkling in his eyes. 
 
    “I won’t leave without you,” she whispered, sobbing. “I’m not leaving without him,” she told the others firmly.  
 
    “Can you…can you walk?” Heidi asked Warren, the question getting lodged in her throat. He was shivering. 
 
    “I…I think so.” 
 
    “We’ll get you to the car. Take you home…” 
 
    “What if…what if he…” 
 
    “I’ll do it myself,” Ginge said with a firm nod. There was no need to spell it out between them all. Ginge hauled Warren up by his armpits and slung his arm over her shoulder. He was shivering now, though sweat was pouring down his forehead.  
 
    “Ginge…” 
 
    “No,” Ginge snapped. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    Warren didn’t try to argue further. Heidi and Cassie led the way through the gardens, back through the cafe. A moan from across the room signaled that they had company. The cacophony of sound was drawing the creatures right to them like a dinner bell. Heidi fell back to swing Warren’s other arm over her shoulder. 
 
    “You’re slowing us down. We have to keep up the pace or we’re all dying here.” 
 
    They moved faster with Cassie leading the way, ready to fight off trouble while the others tried to keep Warren moving. In the parking lot, Heidi spied the car waiting for them, but the rotters lodged in the revolving doors had managed to get them moving, spurred on by the fresh meat available to them. 
 
    “Ginge,” Heidi whispered urgently and the pair of them broke into a jog, practically dragging Warren with them. Warren’s breathing was labored and Heidi knew they were putting him in pain, but they had to get out of there, or he wouldn’t be the only one to turn.  
 
    They were running out of time.  
 
    The three of them stumbled towards the car while Cassie threw open the doors, preparing for their entrance. She dived into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Ginge backed herself into the car and then pulled Warren up after her, leaving Heidi to slam the doors and rush into the passenger seat. The rotters were catching up to them, an army of outstretched arms and loud moans. 
 
    “Drive!” Heidi wheezed, her voice barely audible. Cassie slammed her foot down on the accelerator and drove them away just as the rotters began to get too close for comfort.  
 
    Heidi could barely breathe. It was like a rope had wrapped itself around her lungs, and she felt unable to draw breath. The adrenaline had stopped her realizing just how heavy Warren was. His weakness had left him limp, and as she glanced behind her now, she saw that he was pale, as though the life was draining from him already. 
 
    He didn’t have long.  
 
    “Get us home,” Ginge whispered. “Please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Fletcher and Patrick were the first to reach the hotel’s empty lobby. The concierge’s desk looked eerie with nobody behind it to guard the room keys. A luggage trolley, loaded with forgotten suitcases and bags, stood stationary by the barricaded front entrance of the hotel. As Patrick rummaged behind the desk, Fletcher eyed up the suitcases. He hoisted the first suitcase off the trolley, laying it on the floor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Patrick asked as Fletcher began to unzip the suitcase. 
 
    Fletcher shrugged. “Well, they don’t need any of this stuff anymore, do they? We could all do with some new clothes…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Stepping out from behind the desk, Patrick looked down at his blood-stained army fatigues. They’d taken to fighting and patrolling in fatigues, with the thicker material giving them extra protection from the biters. “I am the epitome of apocalypse fashion, Fletch.” 
 
    Fletcher rifled through the contents of the suitcase before holding up a silk, floral nightie against himself. Impersonating an elderly lady’s voice, he asked, “What do you think? Does my bottom look enormous in this, Bernard?” 
 
    Patrick chuckled. He grabbed a flat cap from the open suitcase and pulled it down over his curls. Pretending to be an eldery gentleman, he replied, “Simply magnificent, Brenda.” 
 
    Laughing, Fletcher returned the nightie to the suitcase. Unless any of them wanted to dress like their grandparents, the contents of the case was a bust. “Maybe we’ll have better luck in the other cases…” 
 
    But whether the other cases offered a better bounty would remain a mystery as they were interrupted by a crackle of static over the walkie talkie.  
 
    “Roger, we have a problem,” said Will’s voice from the other end. 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you?” Fletcher said irritably into the walkie talkie, “You say roger after the message. It’s, ‘we have a problem’, and then I reply, ‘roger.’ It’s not hard!”  
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow judgingly at Fletcher. 
 
    “Right - not the time,” Fletcher said hurriedly. “Biters, over?” 
 
    “No.” Will’s voice quieted, and the pause was long enough that Fletcher wondered whether the batteries in their walkie talkie had died. “It’s humans, actually.” 
 
    Fletcher turned to Patrick to see that the color had drained from his face. It looked as though he’d been hit with a sudden realization. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Patrick said. “Now!” 
 
    Without waiting for Fletcher, Patrick turned on his heels and sprinted for the bank of elevators in the lobby.  
 
    “On our way, over,” Fletcher said, scrambling in his haste to get up from the floor. “Heading to the top floor now, over.” 
 
    Patrick slammed his palm onto the button to call an elevator. There was a whirring noise overhead that abruptly stopped. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on,” Patrick urged. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Fletcher wanted to hurry to their friends too, but Patrick was in a frenzy. He was biting his cheek nervously, eyes watching the elevator doors like a hawk. He pressed the button again impatiently. 
 
    “Hey, if you watch it, you know it’ll never arrive,” Fletcher said, trying to get Patrick’s attention. “Seriously, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Right, stairs!” Patrick called, ignoring Fletcher’s question. He grabbed Fletcher’s sleeve and steered him towards the stairwell. Fletcher was close on Patrick’s heels as they raced up the stairs, Fletcher leaping two steps for every one stride that Patrick took. Patrick cursed with annoyance when they heard the soft ding! of the elevator as it arrived in the hotel lobby.  
 
    “When we were clearing out the diner,” Patrick said between breaths. “Zoe and I found a biter with a gunshot to the eye.” 
 
    Sure he’d misheard, Fletcher repeated, “A gunshot?” 
 
    Patrick nodded grimly. “Which means that there are other survivors nearby. And that they’re armed. I can’t believe I forgot about it…” 
 
    “And if they shot a biter,” Fletcher said slowly, comprehension dawning on him. “Who’s to say that they wouldn’t shoot a human?” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell as the two groups sized each other up across the room. Will could see the woman’s eyes sliding over their blood-soaked clothes and makeshift weapons. He adjusted the peak of his cap nervously so that his face wasn’t in shadow. Sure, they were covered in blood, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t at least try to make a good impression. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the man asked at last, breaking the silence. 
 
    “We’re clearing biters out of the hotel,” Alby said, puffing his chest out proudly. They’d radioed Alby first, unsure of how to approach the situation. Alby had made his way to them swiftly as if he’d already been hovering around, waiting to get involved. It was clear to Will that Alby wanted to be seen as the leader. He stuck a hand out for the man to shake. “I’m Alby.” 
 
    “Well it’s a shame that we were here first, isn’t it?” the man said, folding his arms across his chest as he took a step towards Alby. He ignored the outstretched hand and introduction. 
 
    Alby narrowed his eyes. “And that automatically means you own the place, does it?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “More so than you. You think you can just chuck us out, you’ve got another thing coming, son,” he said. “We aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “I haven’t said anything about ‘chucking you out’,” Alby said. Will sensed that the conversation wasn’t panning out quite the way that Alby wanted. “But now that you mention it, you’re welcome to remain in the hotel. But if you stay, it is under my authority and you abide by my rules. I’ve made this place safe; not you, me. And I don’t like freeriders. You contribute, or you’re out. Choice is yours.” 
 
    The man scoffed. “Quite the little dictator, aren’t you?” Alby’s jaw tensed at the jibe. “What makes you think you’re the boss around here?”  
 
    It happened almost in slow motion. Will saw a silver glint as Alby pulled a knife from his belt. He watched in horror as Alby lunged forwards and pressed the blade of the knife against the man’s ribs. Will’s heart thudded as adrenaline raced through his body. He felt rooted to the spot, completely powerless. He glanced nervously over at Hakim, whose eyes were wide with shock. The tension in the room was palpable.  
 
    The man balled his hands into fists, his face contorted with rage. He looked like he was gearing up to retaliate when Alby pressed the blade harder against his stomach. Fear flickered briefly in the man’s eyes, but Will could see that he was still ready to fight. 
 
    “I tried asking nicely,” Alby hissed. “But now I’m not going to be so nice.” 
 
    “We’ve been here since everything went to shit, and now you waltz in here thinking that you can turf us out,” the man spat. “You entitled-” 
 
    The man reached suddenly into the back of his belt. Will had seen that maneuver a million times in movies. 
 
    He has a gun. 
 
    “Steve!” the woman warned, putting a hand firmly on his arm. “Steve, they’re just kids! They’re scared.” 
 
    “I don’t care if they’re just kids! They’ve threatened us, Lorraine!” 
 
    “Let’s not do something else we’ll regret,” she said quietly, ignoring the three boys in front of them. A silent understanding seemed to pass between the two adults, which only served to stoke the unease that had begun to settle in Will’s stomach.  
 
    The man was breathing deeply, his chest heaving as he looked between Alby and his companion. His hands were still balled into fists at his sides, but slowly he unclenched his fingers. His shoulders sagged as the fight left him. The woman touched his back gently, but the knife remained pressed against his ribs. Alby wasn’t backing down. 
 
    The woman turned to Alby. “We’ll take our chances on our own, thanks.” 
 
    The room was silent as the two adults gathered their belongings, shoving various personal possessions and food items into large rucksacks. Will could feel himself holding his breath, urging himself to at least look calm despite the beads of sweat he could feel trickling down his back. He wanted to tell the couple to stay. They were the first adults they’d seen in a long time. Surely they could start over? Surely they could make things right? 
 
    But Alby still held the gleaming knife in his hand. 
 
    When they were packed, Lorraine gently pushed a begrudging Steve towards the door, Alby’s shark-like eyes watching their every movement. He was still holding the knife as if in warning, his hand holding it steady. Something about the ease with which he held it made the hairs stand up on the back of Will’s neck. Alby hadn’t threatened the couple out of panic.  
 
    He knew exactly what he was doing. 
 
    Before she turned to leave, Lorraine cast one last glance back at the hotel room, at the three boys. She met Will’s eyes, and he begged silently for her to see how sorry he was. How he wasn’t like Alby, that he was horrified by the threat too. That he didn’t think violence was the answer. 
 
    “Stay safe,” she said, speaking directly to Will. “You were lucky today. Pull that kind of shit against the wrong people…and you might not live to tell the tale.” 
 
    Will watched the door close softly behind them. He felt a ridiculous urge to run after them and apologize. But his feet were rooted to the ground. He couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. His heart was hammering in his chest from the violent tension in the air. It wasn’t like the fear he felt amongst the biters. Will could deal with that, for the most part. 
 
    But the truth was that Will felt more in danger the minute Alby pulled out a knife than he had since everything began. 
 
    “Well, that’s one problem sorted,” Alby said brightly, breaking the silence. He slipped the knife into his belt nonchalantly, as if drawing a weapon was an everyday occurrence.  
 
    “What the hell, man?” Will snapped. “Since when did we start threatening people?” 
 
    “Since they’re on our turf,” Alby said calmly. 
 
    “Our turf, or your turf Alby?” 
 
    Alby cocked his head at Will. “Is there any difference?” 
 
    Will huffed out a lungful of air. “Not cool, man. You didn’t need to do that. You could’ve got us killed.” 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic. This is how the world works now, Will. Besides,” Alby paused, folding his arms. “It wasn’t as if I was actually going to use it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not so sure about that,” Will said. “You looked pretty damn convincing to me.” 
 
    “Will,” Hakim interrupted loudly. He shot Will a warning glance. Will took a deep breath, trying to calm the anxiety he felt in his chest. He knew that he was being stupid to argue with someone like Alby. He’d just seen the older kid pull a knife out. What on earth was he thinking? 
 
    At that moment, Patrick and Fletcher barrelled through the doors. It was clear from their red faces that the pair had taken the stairs to the top floor of the hotel at a sprint. They looked around the group with urgency. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re alive,” Patrick panted. “I thought - nevermind.” 
 
    “Crisis averted,” Alby reassured them. “The floor’s been cleared.”  
 
    “You could - have told us that - before - we ran to - your assistance,” Fletcher wheezed.  
 
    “Where would be the fun in that?” Hakim said. It was meant as a joke, but there was no humor in Hakim’s voice. Will thought he saw Fletcher’s eyes narrow suspiciously as he looked between them. 
 
    “Good work, people,” Alby congratulated. He clapped Will on the back in what could have been seen as affection. Will fought the sudden urge to cringe away from his touch.  
 
    “So we’re all done!” Patrick said brightly. He slapped palms with Fletcher gleefully.  
 
    “I’ll keep watch,” Alby said. “Go grab some food from the diner, you’ve earned it.” 
 
    As the group hurried down the stairs towards the promise of dinner, Will hung back. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the exchange they’d just had. It had soured his opinion of Alby, that was true, but it was also the woman’s words that haunted him. 
 
    Pull that sort of shit against the wrong people…and you might not live to tell the tale. 
 
    “Hey,” Fletcher said quietly. He’d hung back from the group and was peering at Will with concern. He touched Will’s arm, pulling him from his thoughts. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” Will lied. He forced a smile onto his face, but adjusted the peak of his cap so that Fletcher couldn’t see that his smile didn’t extend to his eyes. 
 
    “What happened to the people you met?” 
 
    “They left,” Will said. It was half-true, at least. Will didn’t feel ready to explain that they’d been forced out, by Alby no less. “They were adults, so I don’t think they’d have fancied babysitting us anyway.” 
 
    “Oh.” Will could sense Fletcher’s disappointment. He felt it too. There was still an instinctive feeling that adults could help them. That maybe they could be looked after, and wouldn’t have to continue shouldering the responsibility of their actions. But Alby had truly ruined any chance they’d had at forming an alliance. 
 
    And it left Will wondering, did he really know who Alby was?

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It was time to investigate. Gus couldn’t bear to leave it any longer. Lizzie was still missing, and though he didn’t really know the girl, he knew that someone needed to look for her. Someone had to care. If he went missing, he’d like to think that Quinn or Tomas at least would look for him. If Lizzie didn’t have anyone like his friends, then Gus had to be that person for her. 
 
    “Are you sure you can handle the watch alone?” Gus asked Tomas. Quinn and Gus were abandoning their post to make the search, and that meant leaving Tomas on his own. Tomas was pale in that moment and less than sure of himself, but he nodded solemnly. 
 
    “If you say it’s important that you need to go…then you should go. Just please don’t be away for much time,” Tomas said, “And come running if I call.” 
 
    Gus clapped a hand on his shoulder in acknowledgement. The kid was brave in a quiet, understated way. It made him think that perhaps he was brave in a wild and stupid way. 
 
    “This shouldn’t take us too long,” Quinn promised Tomas. “We’ll take a look around, see if we can find the girl, and then come back. If we don’t show up in an hour…” 
 
    The comment hung heavy in the air. They all understood what it implied. Without another word, they left Tomas at his post to fend off any oncoming trouble. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Quinn asked Gus. He smiled at him. 
 
    “Whatever happened to winging it?” 
 
    Quinn sighed a little tiredly. “Gus…this isn’t a joke.” 
 
    Gus returned the sigh. “Yeah, I know. I do have a plan, I promise. Ross has been saying all along that the bottom floor corridor is off limits…so if there’s anywhere she’ll be inside the school, it’s there. We’d be dumb to take the direct route, I reckon, in case Ross catches us there. I figured we could go around the edge of the building. If we run into anyone by some small chance, we can say there were rotters we had to deal with.” 
 
    “But what about getting into the building? That side of the school is uncharted territory. We don’t know what we might be walking into…” 
 
    It was true. Gus hadn’t ventured far since arriving at the school. Ross liked to pretend that they were the sole occupants of the place, that they had full control, but they were all aware that some parts of the school were teeming with the undead. He insisted it wasn’t a problem, and they all tried to believe him. It was easier than the other options available to them, and they hadn’t posed too much of a problem yet. They tended to head toward their barricade in a steady stream, allowing them to take the undead out one by one.  
 
    But Gus had wondered for a while whether the threat of the unknown was a fear mongering tactic. Ross’ system only worked if everyone pitched into his ideas and obeyed his orders, no matter how ludicrous or selfish or dumb they might be. The moment they stopped, things would fall apart again. Did he give them reasons to fear the outside to make them stay? Or was the threat actually real? 
 
    Gus was sure they would soon find out. 
 
    “We can assess the situation,” Gus said, hoping that Quinn wouldn’t sense the uncertainty in his voice. “If things look bad, we can always come back. But I want to know what’s going on here, don’t you? I think it’s worth taking a risk.” 
 
    Quinn’s hand found Gus’ back, gripping his shoulder. “Alright. I’m putting my faith in you.” 
 
    Gus grinned. “That’s quite the compliment.” 
 
    Quinn snorted. “I’ll take it back when you inevitably do something stupid.” 
 
    Gus led the way for the duo. They moved quietly and slowly around the outer edge of the building. Gus’ heart was thudding hard in his chest, so hard that he felt as though it must be audible. But Gus had learned to hide his fear behind a cocky smile and the persona of a jokester. Quinn was just about the only person likely to be capable of seeing through the facade, which was probably why his friend laid a comforting hand on his back as they walked.  
 
    Gus heard the dead before he saw them. Inside some of the locked classrooms, there were rotters milling aimlessly around, deprived of anything to distract them. Their heads turned slowly toward Gus, spotting him through the window, but he quickly moved on, ducking his head a little lower to stop himself from being visible. 
 
    The chill in the air seemed to become more obvious when Gus rounded the corner and found the source of most of the noise. Outside the science labs, there were around thirty of the creatures milling around. Gus quickly moved back out of sight, trying not to look as anxious as he felt. 
 
    “Is it busy round there?” Quinn asked, his voice hushed. Gus swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “You could say that. I don’t think there’s much chance of us getting inside without any of them spotting us or hearing us.” 
 
    They hung back, neither of them knowing what to do. Gus risked another peek at the group, trying to see if there were any obvious ways through the pack. The rotters were spread out, which could work to their advantage, but though they moved slowly, Gus knew that if they clumped together, they would be impossible to escape from. The smell of fresh meat would have them doing anything they could to get their next meal. 
 
    “What about if we go up?” Quinn whispered. He nodded to the fire escape several meters behind them. “We can head up there, maybe get a better vantage point. We might be able to see a way through.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that logic. What would I do without you?” 
 
    “Something stupid,” Quinn murmured, leading the way up the fire escape. Each step he took made a metallic twanging noise, setting Gus’ teeth on edge, but there wasn’t much they could do about the sound. He moved on his tiptoes to try and keep quiet, climbing higher and higher until they could see everything from the top. 
 
    And Gus almost wished that they couldn’t see at all. 
 
    The school was surrounded by grass verges, which in turn were encased by wooden fencing. Beyond the fence, a terrifying amount of rotters were gathered. Gus could see now how they spilled out through the streets, all of them so packed together that they were almost dormant. Gus guessed they were standing around, waiting for their next meal to present itself. It was a scary thought to know that they didn’t even have the instincts to hunt anymore. They truly were empty vessels.   
 
    “Look at them all,” Gus breathed. “We’re one broken fence panel away from being overrun.” 
 
    “So when Ross said he sorted out the undead problem…this is what he meant,” Quinn muttered. Gus shook his head in disbelief. There had to be hundreds of them out there, crowding the streets. He had no idea how the fences had lasted so long. Perhaps the rotters couldn’t smell the humans still living in the school, giving them no reason to break through. But one sniff of human flesh might be enough to change that. Gus had known that Ross’ system was fragile, but not like this. 
 
    “This is…insane. I had no idea we had all of this on our doorstep…” 
 
    “No wonder. Ross has been keeping us over on the other side of the school for a reason, I guess. It might be the one useful thing he’s done for us.” 
 
    “But it’s not sustainable. We can’t live with them all so close…anything could go wrong.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me that.”  
 
    The pair of them fell into stunned silence. For the first time since they’d arrived, Gus truly considered the idea of making a run for it. If they could get back to Tomas without Ross figuring out where they’d been, they could leg it and be well away by morning. Anything had to be better than staying in the school, guarded by an army of rotters and under the rule of a teenage madman. A shudder trickled down his spine. 
 
    How had they ended up here? 
 
    “I think…I think I’ve spotted Lizzie,” Quinn murmured, his face turning pale. He lifted a trembling finger and pointed her out in the school’s playground. It didn’t take Gus long to locate her, with her long blonde hair and ripped jeans. The only difference now was that a chunk of hair had been ripped from the back of her head, leaving angry red sores on her skull, and she was walking amongst the undead like she’d belonged there all along. 
 
    “Mystery solved, I suppose,” Gus said, feeling as though the wind had been knocked out of him. He didn’t know the girl, but seeing her claimed by the undead was sickening. Aside from the chunks of flesh ripped from her body, she looked almost alive.  
 
    “I don’t know…” Quinn said, his voice filled with uncertainty. “Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Think about it…if she was leaving, trying to find a way out of here, then why would she head out the back way? No one comes this way.” 
 
    “I don’t know…to stop herself from being spotted?” 
 
    “Maybe…but it’s like we both said. We didn’t know what was out here…that made it seem all the more dangerous. And besides, there’s no way she could have made it to the back of the school without someone on the watch noticing her. We would’ve seen her. Which means that she couldn’t have gone around the school…” 
 
    “She went through it,” Gus finished quietly. Through the forbidden corridor. But did she go by choice, or was she forced? 
 
    “And there’s more,” Quinn breathed. “Look at her hands.” 
 
    Gus squinted as far as he could. At first, he couldn’t tell what Quinn was getting at. But then he saw it. 
 
    On her left hand, she was missing her thumb and two fingers. Gus felt a little sick at the sight.  
 
    “I guess the rotters thought they’d make good snacks…” 
 
    “No. Someone human did that to her, I’m sure of it,” Quinn insisted. “Rotters aren’t that precise. And look at her face…it’s bruised. Like someone hit her. I think…I think Ross tortured her and then sent her out here to die.” 
 
    Gus’ blood ran cold. “We have no proof.” 
 
    “Do we need it? We’ve known all this time that something isn’t right. Something is very, very, wrong here,” Quinn said, turning to Gus with wide eyes. “We have to go.” 
 
    Gus wavered. He wanted to agree, but he knew he couldn’t. “We can’t just leave everyone here…not without warning them…” 
 
    “And then what? We take them all on the road with us? It’s a death sentence, Gus. None of them know how to fight. We can’t be babysitters. We have to watch our own backs.” 
 
    Gus shook his head. “No. There are kids in there. Kids that can’t defend themselves. Besides, the walls are holding for now. Let’s not do anything rash.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest? That we hold out here until it’s too late to do anything? To escape?” 
 
    Gus turned to Quinn. “No. I wouldn’t ever suggest putting you in danger like that. We just need a few days. We have to think this through. Doing something now might get us killed. Do you want to end up like Lizzie?” 
 
    “Of course not. But-” 
 
    “Neither do I. I wouldn’t wish that even on Ross. Let’s play the game a while longer. Keep our wits about us…” Gus paused, looking back out at the carnage below him. “And when we’ve got a plan, we’ll get the hell out of here.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Zoe had already tucked herself into the kingsize bed when Patrick let himself into their room. It felt strange, having their own space again, after weeks of crawling into a shared tent and having whispered conversations. It wasn’t a fancy hotel by any means, with its sparse furnishings and bare white walls. But it felt suddenly luxurious, with its tiny kettle and stocked mini fridge. Patrick was practically willing to give the place a five star rating.  
 
    Charlie had offered to take the night watch, much to everyone else’s relief. With the barricades now in place, they’d whittled themselves down to one person on night watch. The barriers seemed to work against the biters, and Patrick doubted that other survivors would have the stupidity to travel at night. 
 
    Sitting down on the bed to unlace his shoes, Patrick nudged Zoe’s leg affectionately. She looked deep in thought.  
 
    “Penny for them?” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    “Oh.” Zoe smiled at him tiredly. “It’s nothing…” 
 
    “No, what is it? I can see that brain of yours ticking over.”  
 
    Zoe took a deep breath. “It’s just…when Charlie and I were clearing out one of the floors…something happened to him. There were biters coming towards us, and we started fighting…and suddenly it was just me on my own. I turned to Charlie and he was just…standing there, still as a statue. He barely seemed to notice the biters clawing at him…” 
 
    Patrick frowned. That didn’t sound like Charlie. The Charlie he knew was always ready to throw himself into battle at a moment’s notice.  
 
    “You didn’t see what it was like,” Zoe said quietly. “He just froze, Patrick. It terrified me. I was shouting and shouting at him, and it was like he couldn’t hear me. It was like he was somewhere else. I know he was hurt, that he bashed his nose pretty hard…but it’s like he was gone completely. I couldn’t see any signs of the boy we know.” 
 
    Patrick sighed. He knew something like this was going to happen sooner or later. He’d studied the human body long enough to know that it could only withstand so much trauma. So much pain. And Patrick knew from experience that mental scars usually ran deeper than physical ones. 
 
    “Charlie’s our strongest guy…” 
 
    “I know that,” Zoe said sadly. “And when he’s present…he’s the best fighter that we have, by a long shot. But if we can’t get through to him…” 
 
    Zoe let her sentence hang heavy in the air between them, the words left unsaid. But Patrick knew what she meant. He knew that if Charlie shut down in a fight - if any of them did, for that matter - it could be game over. Not just for him, but for anyone else with him.  
 
    Patrick could feel his eyelids drooping. He heard Zoe huff next to him, but he couldn’t help it. He was bone tired from the day’s events. Patrick forced his eyes open a crack blearily. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I am trying to talk to you,” Zoe said, “And you’re falling asleep!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Patrick sighed. “I’m wiped. You were saying?” 
 
    “We need to get Charlie through this,” Zoe said. “Or he’ll be a danger to himself.” 
 
    “I agree. Look, let’s keep this from Alby,” Patrick said quietly. “He’ll see Charlie as a weak link. And something tells me Alby won’t take kindly to that.” 
 
    Ever since Charlie had disappeared in the middle of the night, Alby had kept an annoyingly close eye on him. And somehow, Patrick wasn’t convinced that it was Alby’s affection for Charlie that drove him to keep such a close watch on their friend.  
 
    And after all they’d been through, after everything they’d achieved, Patrick wasn’t ready to lose another friend. Not to the rotters, and certainly not to the likes of Alby. 
 
    Patrick touched Zoe’s cheek gently. “We’ll take care of it,” he promised her. “We’ll keep an eye on Charlie. I know Fletcher will too. And Alby is probably too busy riding his current power high to care right now. So let’s deal with it in the morning. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Zoe mumbled. 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Patrick opened his arms and Zoe shuffled into his embrace. He checked his watch, a subconscious action so familiar to Zoe from all their time spent on wards that she smiled.  
 
    “But for now, let’s just enjoy this,” he mumbled into her hair. “And by enjoy, I mean an uninterrupted night’s sleep in an actual bed.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Within seconds, the pair were asleep. 
 
      
 
    Alby squinted out of the penthouse window at the sprawling town below. Darkness shrouded the buildings, hanging like a blanket over the roofs and abandoned cranes that dotted the skyline. The night was so thick that it seemed impenetrable. As if, in the hotel, they were in their own bubble of the universe. But Alby wouldn’t fool himself into thinking that meant the town was uninhabited.  
 
    Whoever was still left alive now wouldn’t be stupid. They wouldn’t advertise their whereabouts so readily. Alby himself had even enforced strict rules on using lights after sundown. They had to be careful. The encounter they’d had with the survivors in the hotel proved that. And if anyone disobeyed him, he’d make sure that any strangers they attracted would be the least of their worries.  
 
    Alby didn’t doubt that they’d meet other survivors like those they’d stumbled upon already in the hotel. But he knew that when they did, he’d be ready for them. They could choose to join him - contribute to his community, play by his rules - or they could get off his turf. It was as simple as that. And if they couldn’t contribute, they were out. Alby didn’t want freeriders. 
 
     He’d tried to sleep, but found that he couldn’t. Rather than comfort him, the soft, clean linen of his king size bed had only served as fuel to the nervous energy that fizzled in his stomach. It was hard to relax when his mind was whirring with ideas, power at his fingertips. Alby had lay in bed, tossing and turning fitfully, before getting up to pace. 
 
    There was still so much to do. They couldn’t afford to get complacent; lazy. He wasn’t sure where this drive had come from, this insatiable desire to be on top. All he knew was that in a world where the rules were being rewritten by the day, it was time for the underdogs like him to take charge. 
 
    Alby remembered the despair he’d felt, deep in the pit of his stomach, as he’d watched the coach full of survivors pull away from the town hall weeks before, kicking up a cloud of summer dust in its wake. He’d been so close. He’d almost made it. But he’d been too slow. 
 
    Sweat beaded down his forehead as panic rose in his chest. He’d wanted to run after the coach, beg it to stop and let him board, but his legs felt like jelly. He’d been running all day long from those things and he was exhausted. The thought of the creatures made the skin on the back of his neck prickle with fear. 
 
    But then, Alby was alone. 
 
    Breathless, he’d doubled over. Dark spots in the corner of his eyes blurred his vision. Breath had caught at the back of his throat as he tried desperately to fill his lungs. 
 
    But there would be no rest for Alby. He could already hear the hungry moans of the creatures he’d run from getting louder and louder. Alby pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes until they hurt. He had to keep going, no matter what. 
 
    He sprinted through the town, his feet tripping over the uneven cobbles clumsily in his haste. Alby wasn’t an athletic kid, but the choice between the monsters and some cardio was an easy one to make. Bile rose in his throat at the rancid smell of the horde on his heels as he ran. More biters, lurking in the shadows, seemed to join the crowd following him. 
 
    One thing had been clear to him. He had to get off the street. 
 
    The first shop he came across looked like a warehouse. Signs outside flapped invitingly in the wind. Alby had looked between the biters behind him and the store. 
 
    Better in there than out of the streets. 
 
    He pushed forcefully at the revolving doors, willing them to move. With a tired creak, they gave way beneath his hands, the momentum sending him tumbling gracelessly onto the floor. Scrambling to his feet, Alby could see the horde. They were approaching from down the street, blood glistening on their mouths as they drooled. Panicked, Alby slammed his palm onto a red Emergency Stop button and the revolving door shuddered to a stop.  
 
    Undeterred, the creatures pressed against the door, their hands banging hungrily. Blood smeared the glass with each thump, scarlet smudges that turned Alby’s stomach upside down. Instinctively, he backed away slowly from the door. Perhaps the monsters would lose interest if he was out of their sight. If they could still see, that was. 
 
    He turned his attention instead to the store. Alby had barely registered the building in his haste to escape the horde. But he immediately recognised the outdoors store as somewhere he’d been to buy supplies for a camping trip during his short-lived stint in the Boy Scouts. The lights were on, but the store seemed deserted.  
 
    Empty. 
 
    “Hello?” Alby had called out, hoping there would be a reply other than the echo of his own voice.  
 
    The voice that echoed back at him had a nervous wobble. Alby cleared his throat. If there was anyone in the outdoors store, he didn’t want them thinking he was scared. Or worse - weak. 
 
    “Hello?” he called out again. This time, despite the hammering of his heart in his chest, he kept his voice steady. In control. 
 
    He was initially greeted with silence again. Just when Alby thought he was alone in the store, a brunette head rose shakily from behind the till. It belonged to a young teenage girl, her brown hair braided in two plaits. A splattering of freckles adorned her tanned cheeks, which formed child-like dimples as she flashed Alby a nervous smile. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, in a quiet voice. “I…I’m Sadie.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Sadie,” Alby said. He spoke slowly, trying to instill an air of authority into his voice that he’d heard headteachers use. “I’m Alby.” 
 
    He approached the till slowly, keeping a cautious distance. Sure - if it came to a fight, Alby thought he could take on the girl, who looked perhaps a year or two younger than him. But he was still wary. If that day had been anything to go by, Alby had seen stranger things happen than getting his butt kicked by a girl.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked him, her eyes wide. 
 
    “I…er, I think so,” Alby said, looking himself over. He was sure that he’d have felt it if he’d been bitten by one of the monsters. “You?” 
 
    Sadie nodded. “I came in for some supplies for a field trip,” she explained. “Just figured I’d hide out here. You know, wait for it all to blow over…” 
 
    Alby wasn’t sure, after the chaos he’d witnessed in the town, whether this was something that could just simply, ‘blow over’. He knew that the things he’d seen would stick with him - haunt him - forever. But if things didn’t blow over, if they were stuck fending for themselves…Alby was going to survive. Whatever the cost. 
 
    “Have you seen…” Sadie started, tearing Alby from his thoughts. “I mean, is there anyone else out there?” 
 
    Alby thought about it. He could still see the sun glinting off the coach’s tinted windows as it sped away from the town hall. He could tell the truth. Say that he’d seen a whole bunch of survivors leaving, and that there could be others out there, too. 
 
    Or he could lie. 
 
    Slowly, avoiding Sadie’s gaze, Alby had shaken his head.  
 
    “You’re the first person I’ve seen,” he lied. He let the words sink in. 
 
    “Oh.” Sadie looked away. “I hoped it wasn’t all like that…out there.” 
 
    “It’s a war zone,” Alby said. At least that wasn’t a lie. How else did you describe the bloodshed beyond the doors? 
 
    “We should stick together,” Alby said decisively. He tried to sound sincere, but authoritative. “We’ll have a better chance if we team up. But let’s get one thing straight. If you stick with me, you play by my rules. You disobey me, and like that,” Alby snapped his fingers, “You’re back out on the streets with those…” 
 
    Alby couldn’t think of a word to describe the monsters. But he didn’t need to. There was terror in Sadie’s brown eyes as they darted nervously from Alby to the figures still pressed against the glass. She understood her choice all too well. 
 
    “Oh, and boys,” Sadie called. “You can come out now.” She locked eyes with Alby across the counter. “He’s a friend.” 
 
    Alby’s stomach dropped. Had she double-crossed him? 
 
    But he needn’t have worried when, a moment later, two boys stepped out sheepishly from behind a set of shelves filled with camping torches. Alby guessed they were also slightly younger than him, still carrying the tell-tale traces of adolescence in their features. Like Sadie, they too were dressed for a field trip. But the two boys couldn’t have been more opposite from one another in appearance. The first was tall and broad with an athletic build, a sports cap pulled down over his messy hair. The second boy was shorter, with angular elbows and gangly legs that he hadn’t quite grown into yet. His skin was the warm color of pennies and his hair was dark.  
 
    But one thing both boys had in common was the fear in their eyes. 
 
    “My offer extends to you both,” Alby said, taking control of the situation. He hoped that they hadn’t noticed his brief panic when he realized that he wasn’t actually alone with Sadie. “You stick with me, and you follow my orders. Or you’re out.” 
 
    The boys looked at one another. There was no hiding the relief in their faces at the idea of someone else taking charge. The taller boy looked to Sadie for confirmation before dipping his head into a nod. 
 
    An alliance was formed. 
 
    “Okay, boss,” he said. He held a hand out for Alby to shake. “I’m Will. My friend here is Hakim.” 
 
    Boss. Alby sure had liked the sound of that. 
 
    At the memory, Alby’s face pulled into a cruel smirk. For once, he wasn’t the underdog anymore. It felt good to be on top. And it had come surprisingly easy to Alby to lie to the newcomers from the school about the town’s survivors. He sized them up when they arrived; they were strong, and streetwise. They weren’t afraid of getting their hands dirty. That, paired with the medical skills from Patrick and Zoe’s nursing days, made them all good allies to have. But to have them on his side, Alby had to give them a reason to stick around. To make staying in the town - his town - a more appealing offer. 
 
    The outdoors store had been his first step. Now, he had a base, a whole group of fighters and an ample food supply. He had the finest suite in the hotel, all to himself, and a barricade to keep him safe from the biters. His plan was coming along nicely. 
 
    Soon, Alby knew that he would have the town all for his own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Cassie sped back to the farm as fast as she dared. Her hands shook as she fumbled to change gears. She glanced in the rearview mirror to check on Warren. He was sprawled on the back seat next to Ginge. She had one hand on his leg, desperately trying to stop the flow of blood from the bite wound. No one had the heart to tell her that it was pointless.  
 
    Ginge smoothed the dark curls off Warren’s clammy forehead with her other hand, holding back tears herself. Warren’s face, usually arranged in an amiable smile, was ghostly pale. Even in the mirror’s reflection, Cassie could see the pain in his bloodshot eyes. 
 
    They’d been so careful.  
 
    Just not careful enough. 
 
    Cassie tore her eyes from Warren and concentrated on driving. She refused to cry. Not yet. She had to be strong. Ginge needed her, and getting them back to the farm was her priority now. She was determined not to lose anybody else. They’d found the supplies they needed at the garden center, but the victory didn’t compare to the sacrifice they’d made.  
 
    She knew that the precious time they had left with Warren was running out. But Cassie couldn’t think of anything to say. She couldn’t muster any words of comfort, and any other subject didn’t really matter. Even Heidi, usually the most vocal of the bunch, was silent in the passenger seat. It was almost harder, Cassie thought, having a chance to say goodbye. Trying to think of everything you want to say to someone before you let them go. With Gemma, they’d been lucky there was anything left to find, let alone say goodbye to. It was crueler somehow, seeing Warren so fully intact and, well, alive, but knowing the fate that awaited him. And Cassie knew that, even though he was on death’s door, Warren wouldn’t want them to treat him any differently. If they were back on the farm, Cassie was sure he’d still be eagerly volunteering to help Ginge muck out the cows. 
 
    Cassie wondered as she drove what she’d want in Warren’s position. The first face that sprung to mind was Poppy’s. The guilt in her heart hardened at the thought. Here were Ginge and Warren, barely at the start of something before it had been ripped away from them. Cassie realized how stupid she’d been to put distance between herself and Poppy. It didn’t matter whether Poppy returned the feeling.  
 
    What mattered was that she cared.  
 
    “How are you doing?” Cassie asked finally, breaking the somber silence in the car. She took her eyes off the empty road ahead for a moment to cast a glance at the pair in the back. If it weren’t for the blood smeared on their faces, they’d almost look cozy huddled together under the tartan blanket.  
 
    “I’ve been better,” Warren winced. “But you’re not rid of me yet.” 
 
    It was an attempt to lighten the mood, but nobody in the car smiled. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll have more time,” Ginge said suddenly. Cassie could hear the hope in her voice. She knew that Ginge was desperate for any way out of their situation. “Maybe as it spreads between victims, it takes longer for them to turn…” 
 
    Up front, Cassie and Heidi shared a glance. Neither of them wanted to be the ones to tell Ginge that Warren would likely be dead by morning, if not before. They’d been naive to believe that staying on the farm and living off the land could keep them safe forever. They’d been foolish to think that every one of them would make it through the apocalypse alive.  
 
    “Cassie,” Heidi said quietly. She put a hand on Cassie’s arm. The headlights of the car had illuminated a figure in the middle of the road ahead of them. They were speeding right towards it in their desperation to return to the farm. In truth, Cassie had already spotted the figure in the road. She’d seen its unsteady gait, noticed the way one foot dragged along the tarmac behind the other. There was plenty of space in the road to swerve past the rotter. But Cassie felt anger burning through her. She didn’t make a conscious choice to increase her pressure on the accelerator. She only realized what she was doing when she heard the engine growl and watched their speed rise on the dashboard. She’d never driven so fast before. 
 
    “Cassie,” Heidi warned. “I don’t think this is a good idea-” 
 
    Cassie ignored her friend’s warning. She ignored the way that Heidi clung to the door handle nervously, and the fact that she’d only just learned to drive a car. 
 
    The collision sent the rotter hurtling over the bonnet. It crashed against the windscreen of the car before flying over the roof. Its broken body landed in the middle of the road, legs bent at unnatural angles. Cassie didn’t glance back for long enough to see whether it was dead. She thought the small act of revenge might make her feel better.  
 
    But it didn’t. Warren had still been bitten. And it didn’t change the fact that, when the day was finally over, their small group would be one fewer. 
 
    She kept her foot on the accelerator, willing them to make it back to the farm in time. 
 
    In time for Warren to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    “They should be back by now,” Luke said.  
 
    It was the fourth time that Luke had voiced this sentiment. Eliza knew that whilst Luke was glad to be relieved of his driving duties, he also hated not being in control of the situation. She could tell from the tension in his jaw and the unblinking eyes behind his glasses that he hated not knowing where their friends were.  
 
    And if she was being honest, Eliza hated it too. She was used to being where the action was, not being left behind. Despite the fear she had felt during the big fight, she also knew that she’d been key to them getting through it, and she liked to put her skills to good use. She knew that keeping watch over the farm was just as important as the scouting missions. But her sister and best friends were out there somewhere as the dusk swallowed the afternoon sun. 
 
    And whilst they didn’t want to voice it aloud, there was a chance that their friends may never return.  
 
    “The garden center is the furthest we’ve ventured so far,” Eliza said diplomatically. “Maybe we’re underestimating how long it takes. Plus, Cassie’s only just learnt how to drive. She won’t be as confident on the roads as you are.” 
 
    But Eliza knew she’d only said that to calm her own nerves. She could tell from Luke’s sour expression that he wasn’t convinced. Eliza almost wished that she’d taken the patrol with Rori or Joe over being on watch. At least then, her ears wouldn’t prick up hopefully at every sound in the distance that could pass as the sound of a car engine. And she wouldn’t be sitting out in the yard, watching the main road and waiting anxiously for the scout group to return. 
 
    “Should we go out to find them?” Eliza asked quietly. “You know, if they don’t…?” 
 
    Luke narrowed his eyes at her in thought, calculating their options. He wasn’t a risk taker, but it was evident that he cared for his friends. They’d never really broached the subject of what to do if the group didn’t return. Eliza knew that they were already playing a risky game as it was with their group of fighters split in half between the farm and the garden center. Besides, they also had Cara, Poppy and the kids on the farm to consider, two of whom were too young to help out, another who was traumatized and another with a concussion. Eliza didn’t fancy their chances outside of the farm, or if the others didn’t return. But she also felt uneasy sitting back and doing nothing to help their friends if they were in trouble. 
 
    “Who knows what trouble could befall a rescue party,” Luke mused. Eliza noticed that he didn’t turn the idea down. Luke was usually straight to the point with his opinion. Eliza sensed that maybe this was one of those rare moments where Luke actually wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    Somehow, that only made Eliza more nervous. 
 
    “We should have agreed on a distress signal,” Luke sighed.  
 
    “That’s a great thought to have after they’re in distress,” Eliza snapped. 
 
    In truth, the thought had turned Eliza’s blood cold. She cared so much for the people who’d gone on the scout run. Cassie, who she’d known since she could remember, and who’d only ever been three blocks away growing up. Ginge, who always made her feel at home, even now. Warren, the boy who’d stuck with them through this madness since that very first day. And despite their differences and near constant arguments, she loved her sister. 
 
    Eliza’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening. Poppy slipped out into the darkening evening, her auburn hair pulled up messily into a bun. She drew her cardigan over her shoulders, rubbing her hands together for warmth as she approached the pair on watch.  
 
    “Still no sign of them?”  
 
    “Yes, they’re right here,” Luke replied irritably, gesturing to the empty yard. “Evidently.” 
 
    Poppy ignored Luke’s sarcastic remark, unfolding the spare rusty deckchair nobody seemed to use. She settled herself down in it, and the three of them took up their resolute watch on the horizon. Eliza wasn’t sure how long they waited - time didn’t seem to exist the same anymore - before they finally saw the pinpricks of headlights in the distance. Relief flooded through Eliza’s body as the pinpricks grew into arching beams of light, and the familiar sight of the Land Rover came into view. 
 
    Poppy leapt up from her chair and did a celebratory jig, clapping her hands together in joy as Eliza punched the air. Even Luke let a small smile slip on to his face. The car skidded to a halt on the yard, and the front two doors were flung open. But Eliza’s heart dropped when she saw the stricken look on her sister’s face. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    Something terrible. 
 
    Eliza, Luke and Poppy shared a nervous glance before running across the yard to their friends’ aid. But with each pounding footstep on the damp grass, Eliza couldn’t fight the feeling that she was taking a step closer towards something irreversible. 
 
      
 
    Ginge barely registered as her friends helped Warren out of the car. She followed them in a trance. All she could see was blood. Her hands were covered in it, slick with scarlet liquid that distorted the freckles on her skin. She didn’t want to believe that it belonged to Warren. She didn’t want to believe that the thing they’d been building together was about to be over. 
 
    Luke thundered to a stop by the car. He was flanked on either side by Eliza and Poppy, their eyes wide with panic as they took in the sorry group, the blood that coated Ginge’s hands and the pain etched into Warren’s face. He was leaning against Heidi and Cassie to support himself, which was just as well. Ginge could barely hold herself up, let alone him too. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Luke growled. 
 
    Ginge found she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud, to admit that they’d been distracted. She thought of the way Warren had looked at her. She was so certain that they were alone. She never would have noticed the corpse buried beneath the bushes. Now, Warren was going to die because of it. 
 
    “We were so careful,” Cassie said, a tremble in her voice. 
 
    “Not careful enough!” Luke hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    “It wasn’t their fault,” Warren murmured, his eyelids flickering as he dealt with the virus spreading through his body. “It was me. I wasn’t paying attention.” He smiled to himself. “It was almost worth it.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Luke said, but his voice cracked just a little and he stepped back, removing himself from the moment. He shook his head, his face clouded with emotion. Ginge had never seen him that way before. He was usually so good at keeping his face blank, pretending like he didn’t feel anything at all. Now, it was clearer than ever that that wasn’t true. 
 
    Somewhere behind her, Ginge could hear the pounding of footsteps across the yard. She knew it must be Joe and Rori, and her heart squeezed again. She didn’t want to see the looks on their faces. She didn’t want them to know that they had failed to keep Warren safe. That she had failed to keep him safe. 
 
    “No,” Rori whispered and Ginge wished she could turn away. She couldn’t bear it. She was forced to watch as Rori pulled Warren into a tight embrace. Ginge remembered the two boys - just strangers, then - arriving at her farm on that first day. They’d both been outsiders of the group; unsure and uncertain, trying to grow into their roles on the farm. It felt like a lifetime ago now. Ginge had come to care for them both so much that she struggled to imagine not knowing either of them. 
 
    And now, she had to lose one of them forever.  
 
    “This is…this is wrong,” Luke said. “So wrong.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Warren said. “I’m…I’m okay.” 
 
    Everyone knew it was a lie, but they didn’t say a word. They gathered around Warren, holding him, whispering to him, and Ginge watched it happen, standing on the outside of it all. For a moment, it was like she was watching a movie, like it wasn’t really happening. It gave her some relief for a second. It made her feel like she could maybe get through it. 
 
    Until Warren looked at her. Pale as a ghost, like he was already lost to her. The others were all crying now, knowing that they had said their final goodbyes. But now it was up to her. She knew that she was the one that mattered most to him. They’d spent every day for weeks side by side, learning one another, growing together, making a life together. Now who would wake up every morning before sunrise to be with her? Now who would the kids dote on while she watched with a smile on her face? 
 
    Now, who would get her through it all? 
 
    “Amy…” Warren croaked. Her real name still sounded foreign on his lips. She needed more time. She needed to hear him say it more. But he was growing paler by the second. He met her eyes imploringly. “I know it’s cold, but I want to be outside…when it happens. If that’s okay. With the trees, and the stars…” 
 
    “Of course,” Ginge whispered. There was no more time to shy away from what was about to happen. She stepped forward and squeezed his hand, her promise to stay with him until the end unspoken between them. She nodded toward the tree with the tire swing, trying to ignore that there would soon be another name freshly carved into its trunk, another monument to a life lost. The others watched as she helped Warren to hobble over there. He sank onto the grass gratefully, wincing as he shifted his weight against the tree’s trunk. He looked up expectantly at Ginge, and she noticed, for the first time, just how young he was. How young they all were. Too young to be living this way… 
 
    Too young to be dying this way. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Ginge,” Warren said gently, tugging on her hand so that she sat down beside him. “We still have some time…” 
 
    “I can’t do this. I can’t watch you go…after everything I’ve already lost…” Ginge felt a stab in her heart. Losing her parents had almost made her fall apart. She never would’ve admitted it to anyone, and she kept it together because she knew she was the farm’s only hope of survival. Now, there were others to cushion her as she fell, and she couldn’t hold it together any longer. Warren’s face crumpled in pain and he reached to touch Ginge’s cheek. She had expected his hands to be cold, but they were hot, feverish. She swallowed back tears. 
 
    “We could amputate. It might work-” 
 
    “Ginge,” Warren interrupted her softly. He gazed down at his ruined ankle, and the blood that soaked his trouser leg. “I wouldn’t make it. Even if the amputation stopped the virus…what would we do then? I’d need a blood transfusion, an actual doctor, a way to close the wound....Poppy’s great at first aid, but I think hacking off a limb would be beyond even her limits.” 
 
    He was trying to be funny again, but Ginge couldn’t even muster a sympathetic smile. Not when all of her hopes and expectations were slipping away right in front of her. There was so much left to do. There was so much that she’d held on to that she could no longer grasp. 
 
    But in that moment, Ginge realized she didn’t care that they’d never be able to go to the movies together, or go out for dinner. She didn’t care that they’d never go to a school dance, get drunk with their friends at a party, or try out anything else they were supposed to experiment with in their youth. She didn’t care that they’d missed out on their adolescence, though the apocalypse had robbed them of that. Because even though the world had turned upside down, she’d found him.  
 
    Sweet, mild-mannered Warren, whose smile made her weak at the knees. 
 
    Gentle, considerate, lovable Warren who helped her stick everything together like glue. 
 
    Incredible, sunshine in the middle of the night Warren, the boy she’d waited for all her life. 
 
    Knowing she was losing him felt like she was dying herself. 
 
    Ginge nestled herself under the tree beside him. She appreciated the distance her friends had given her, all of them disappeared into the shadows. She needed this moment to have and to hold when he was gone. He rested his head against hers, whispering into her hair.  
 
    “Tell me a story, Ginge. Something happy.” 
 
    She almost laughed. How could he expect her to think of happier times when he was dying before her eyes? But this was what he wanted. She had to put Warren first. So, with a shuddering breath, she began to tell the first story that sprung to mind. 
 
    “It was three years ago now, I think,” Ginge started. She wiped the tears from her cheeks furiously. “It was Christmas Day. My mum had stupidly agreed to cook Christmas lunch…and not just for the six of us, for the extended family too. We had aunties, uncles, cousins…Grandma and Gramps too. There were lots of us to cook for, and lots of things that could go wrong. And, go wrong they did.” 
 
    “I thought I requested a happy story?” Warren said, raising a weary eyebrow. 
 
    “I know. It is happy; you just have to be patient.” She found Warren’s hand in the damp grass, and laced her fingers with his. “So anyway, things started to go wrong the night before. It snowed heavily on Christmas Eve, and because we live - quite literally - in the middle of nowhere, the butchers couldn’t deliver the turkey to us. Then when Christmas Day dawned, the snow caused a power cut and the kids threw a tantrum because they couldn’t watch their Christmas TV. So that’s how we found ourselves stuck with a family of fifteen people with nothing to cook dinner on, and no turkey to cook even if we did. Then, of course, disaster struck again. Cara dropped the Yule log on the floor, and Grandma’s dog ate it.” 
 
    Warren laughed suddenly. Ginge wondered whether she would ever find a noise she enjoyed as much as hearing Warren laugh. But the laugh died on Warren’s lips as it turned into a splutter, his body trembling as it fought its battle against death. Warren shivered and closed his eyes. Ginge bowed her head, fighting back tears as she squeezed his hand. She continued with her story, knowing she had to make it to the end. 
 
    “So, things weren’t looking good. Everyone was irritated with each other, and there were lots of hungry stomachs to feed. It was Hannah and Cara who saved the day, in the end. An unlikely duo.” Ginge allowed herself a sad smile. “They set up board games in the living room and we dotted candles around the house. It looked very festive. Mum threw together some snacks, and we gorged ourselves on the remaining puddings. I’m not going to say it was the best Christmas ever because…well, I really wanted that turkey dinner. But it’s the most memorable Christmas we ever had. I look back now and smile, because we were all there, all together. And that was what mattered.” 
 
    “I like that story.” Warren smiled. “You made the best of things. You’re doing that now. It’s why I love you.” 
 
    And in spite of everything, Ginge’s heart fluttered at his words. 
 
    “We haven’t said that before,” Ginge said quietly. There were so many things they hadn’t done. 
 
    “I know,” Warren said, so softly that Ginge wasn’t sure he’d said it at all. “But I do, Ginge. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” she whispered in the darkness. 
 
    Their lips brushed as softly as a whisper. It wasn’t how Ginge had imagined it, and she’d imagined it a thousand times. She didn’t think their first kiss would be their last. She didn’t expect a kiss so special to be about endings and not beginnings. But it was beautiful nonetheless. It was a kiss that said words she didn’t have time to say. A kiss that made her heart hurt even as it soared. It was a kiss that ended with half a smile and a tear running down her cheek. 
 
    “Don’t forget me, okay?” he breathed. He touched his forehead against hers. 
 
    “How could I ever forget you?” Ginge whispered.  
 
    He was still smiling when his eyes rolled back into his head and his body slumped against the tree trunk.  
 
    Warren was gone. 
 
    Ginge screamed, the sound straining her vocal chords. She didn’t know how long for. She screamed and she screamed until she couldn’t feel anything anymore. His hand finally grew cold in hers, but she couldn’t let him go. Not even when she felt the twitch of his fingers in hers. Not when she knew he was coming back. 
 
    Her screams faded to whimpers as Warren turned. 
 
      
 
    Heidi couldn’t bear the sound of Ginge’s cries. She knew from the sound that Warren must be gone. The hurt of it pulled at her chest, but she knew it was nothing compared to what her friend was feeling. 
 
    They were all still standing at the front of the house, readying themselves for the end. But as Ginge’s cries waned, all that was left were the soft sobs of Warren’s friends. Heidi stood between Cassie and Eliza, huddling them close for comfort. It felt wrong being there without Ginge, not holding her when she needed them most, but Heidi knew her friend well enough to know when to take a step back.  
 
    “He’s going to turn,” Luke said quietly. “He could kill her.” 
 
    “Ginge isn’t stupid,” Heidi said, sniffling. “She knows that.” 
 
    Luke fidgeted uncomfortably. Heidi could tell it was taking all his self-restraint not to march over and do what had to be done. Not just for Ginge’s safety, but to spare her the pain. Being practical was Luke’s way of caring. 
 
    “Let her do this her way,” Eliza agreed. “She needs space.” 
 
    The group waited with baited breath, their eyes fixed on Ginge. Rori shuffled closer to Heidi and leaned his chin on the top of her head, pulling her into his body. She could feel him trembling, and she knew he needed her as much as she needed him in the moment. Beside her, Cassie buried her face into Poppy’s neck, shaking as Poppy wrapped an arm around her waist protectively. Again, a pang of guilt hit Heidi like a brick to the head. It suddenly felt like there was someone to hold everyone, but Ginge. 
 
    At last, they saw the glint of moonlight on the silver blade that Ginge slid swiftly from her belt. She held it in her hand steadily, letting go of Warren’s body. They watched as he stirred, almost as if waking from slumber. Air rattled hauntingly in his lungs as he breathed deeply. Slowly, his head rose from the ground, with an almost child-like curiosity. An animalistic snarl escaped his lips as his fingers reached out for Ginge’s fiery hair. 
 
    “You’re not him,” Ginge muttered. Her voice was quiet, but it carried on the wind. They could all hear her perfectly. “You aren’t Warren anymore.” 
 
    The knife struck true. Heidi closed her eyes. She felt sick to her stomach. Rori was holding her steady, but it wasn’t enough. How could they live like this? How could they ever move on from something so horrific? 
 
    Behind closed eyes, Heidi could see it all. Toby slipping through her fingers on that very first day. Gemma’s corpse lying in the fields. Clouded human eyes that separated the dead from the living, latching on to her every day as she tore the rotters down. She could hear screams ricocheting in her memories. The smell of blood seemed to live inside her nostrils. And now, she could see the angry teeth marks on Warren’s leg. The way the color leached from his skin. The way his eyes dulled as he accepted his fate. Those moments would haunt them all. 
 
    But none more than the red-haired girl who knelt beside Warren’s body. They all watched, holding their breath, as her hand moved, almost absent mindedly, to something behind her ear. She plucked a wilting rose from her hair and slowly, with trembling hands, she laid it on Warren’s still chest. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, “For your sacrifice.”
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