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Prologue

Alby had unleashed chaos.

He hadn’t known just how many biters had been trapped in that underground car park. He didn’t think he had ever seen that many of the monsters, all crammed together in one space. And the smell. That had been something else. Alby had pinched his nose against the foul, rotting stench that had oozed out when he unleashed the biters. He thought that perhaps some of them may have starved, and that he would open the doors to reveal the emaciated corpses of the creatures that haunted their dreams.

But he had been lucky.

While some of the weaker biters were unable to drag themselves out of the car park, most of the stronger creatures were making their slow progress towards The Fortress. It had been easy for Alby to outrun the biters; he knew all of the town’s nooks and crannies, its shortcuts. He stayed far enough ahead of the creatures for them to follow him, snarling in their hunger, teeth snapping at his heels, arms stretched out greedily towards him. When they were close enough to The Fortress, Alby scaled a fire escape up to a rooftop to watch all the action play out.

The biters moved in tight formation down the alleyway, like ants driving through soil. Their fatigued feet dragged over the cobblestones as they forced themselves onwards, driven by their insatiable bloodlust. Alby watched them from his post, a cruel smile playing across his lips. He was safe from it all, but he couldn’t resist staying to see his handiwork.

He was going to watch them struggle.

And then he would reclaim The Fortress for his own.


Chapter One

“This is not good,” Patrick mumbled to Fletcher. “This is not good at all.”

They had seen the extent of the biter’s onslaught from the top of the barricade. Fletcher hadn’t needed binoculars to see just how far the sea of the undead extended. Packed together, the biters jostled into one another, dragging their feet forwards. The sheer volume of them was what worried Fletcher; their barricades had survived against smaller attacks than this, but Fletcher hadn’t seen so many of the creatures since they’d first arrived in the town. They were stronger than the biters in many ways, but numbers were very clearly not on their side.

“Where the hell have they all come from?” Fletcher asked quietly, gnawing his lip. “We’ve been so careful. And there’s so many of them…have we ever seen them move in a pack before?”

Patrick shook his head. “Only when they’re all going for the same food source. Which, in this case, is us.”

“That still doesn’t explain where they’ve come from…”

“Can you remember seeing a horde this big?”

“Yes, in the car park.”

“And who do we know who knows there are biters there?” Patrick met Fletcher’s eyes knowingly.

“Oh.” Horror suddenly dawned on Fletcher. “You don’t think it could be-”

Patrick grimaced. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he did want to get a little revenge. The timing seems awfully suspicious, doesn’t it?”

“But surely, Alby wouldn’t do this?”

But from the look on his face, Fletcher sensed that Patrick didn’t quite know just what Alby was capable of anymore. Patrick shrugged.

“I dunno, man. I guess it doesn’t really matter, anyway. We’re still stuck up shit creek without a paddle, wherever the biters have come from.”

“Eloquently put,” Zoe interjected, sidling over to the pair to interrupt their cahoots. “But what are we doing to do about it?”

Their conversation was cut short by the sound of an explosion. Fletcher flinched, his head snapping in the direction of the noise. The explosion had come from one of the lower bedroom windows of the hotel. It had blown the glass out of the window frame. From inside the bedroom, was the unmistakable glow of-

“Fire!” Patrick cried. His eyes were wide with shock as he took in the flames that licked the window frame. He ruffled a hand through his curly hair in disbelief.

“Oh shit,” Charlie cursed, looking at Freddie guiltily. “Shit, shit, shit-”

“That is exactly why you shouldn’t play with a lighter,” Freddie said, raising her eyebrows. But she too looked down at her feet rather sheepishly as Hunter narrowed his eyes at her.

“Of course there’s a fire too,” Patrick mumbled, more to himself than anyone else. His hair was even more disheveled now, giving him a wild and panicked look. “Why wouldn’t there be a fire?”

“Great - so the barricades are coming down, and the hotel is on fire.” Will shook his head in disbelief. “You couldn’t write this.”

“The barricades aren’t ‘coming down’,” Hunter said indignantly, as if they were all being dramatic. How he could stay calm in a situation like this was beyond Fletcher. Hunter tapped the end of his sword absently against the cobblestones beneath his feet. “I agree, the fire could potentially pose a problem-”

“Potentially pose a problem?” Patrick squeaked incredulously. Fletcher could tell that his best friend was in full panic mode. “Are you mad? It’s already a problem!”

“Look, I think it’s best we split up,” Fletcher said loudly, quickly trying to take charge of the situation. Poor Patrick looked like he was about to have a fit. They didn’t have time to squabble or panic. Not when the tarpaulin stretched across their nearest barricade was starting to buckle under the force of the biters pressing against it.

“We need a group at each barricade, making sure they’re defended,” Fletcher instructed, puffing out his chest. He didn’t want to feel like a little kid anymore. This was serious, and someone needed to take control. Zoe nodded her agreement at Fletcher’s suggestion, her eyes darting nervously to where the biters had begun their infiltration. “Then a few people inside, trying to put out the fire so that it doesn’t spread.” Fletcher surveyed the group. “Any volunteers?”

An awkward silence descended on the friends as they all avoided eye contact. After a moment, Will put his hand up slowly. “I’ll do it,” he said, but not with much conviction in his voice. Without Hakim at his side to aid him, Fletcher could sense Will’s reluctance.

And Fletcher clearly wasn’t the only one.

“Then I’m going with you,” Sadie volunteered immediately, stepping to stand beside Will. She slipped her hand into his, lacing their fingers together. Will’s posture straightened, taking strength from her presence.

“Thank you,” Fletcher said to the pair gratefully. “Now, this barricade-” He pointed to the one that was beginning to buckle. “Needs more hands than the other one, but we still need people manning that. We can’t let them get in. So, going with our strongest fighters first,” Fletcher looked around the group. He felt like he was choosing team captains in gym class. “Hunter, if you want to take a group at the other barricade, Patrick and I will take this one.”

Hunter nodded, swinging his sword up to rest on his shoulder. “I’m taking Charlie with me.”

Charlie’s head snapped up in surprise. Fletcher had noticed that Charlie had grown closer to Hunter since his arrival at The Fortress, but he still seemed shocked to be chosen. Fletcher nodded.

“Okay - Hunter, Charlie…”

“We’ll go too,” Vic said, gesturing to themself and Chrissie. Of everyone in The Fortress, it was this pair who rarely saw battle. But Fletcher trusted that if anyone could get them through it, it was Hunter. “I don’t know how much help we’ll be…but you need hands, right?”

“Right,” Fletcher nodded. “Right. If you guys take that barricade, that leaves…” Fletcher counted around the group, excluding Will and Sadie. “Me, Patrick, Zoe, Lily and Henry defending the main barricade.”

“And me,” Freddie said loudly. “You’re not leaving me out of this! I’m fighting too. I’m not useless just because I’m injured.”

Fletcher blushed. He personally thought that Freddie’s argument would have more weight behind it if she weren’t balancing her own weight on a pair of crutches. She had no hands free and could barely balance. He didn’t see how she could be of use to them.

“Sorry Freddie, I didn’t want to assume-”

“You’re not fighting,” Hunter said, shaking his head.

“Hunter,” Freddie said firmly. “This isn’t up for discussion. We need every hand we can get, right? What else will I do, stay here like a sitting duck? I’d be dead anyway. I can help somehow, I know I can. So let me.”

Hunter’s jaw tensed. His usually amiable face was uncertain, filled with worry for his girlfriend. But Fletcher could understand Freddie’s insistence; could understand that she would want to help. Stubbornness was a trait that he and Freddie shared, and Fletcher knew that if he were in her position, he would argue just the same.

“I’m not going to be a liability,” Freddie insisted. “I can look after myself. I can walk on my own, it just hurts a little. Hunter…” Freddie’s voice took on a gentle tone. “I love that you look out for everyone; not just me. But this isn’t your choice to make. It’s mine.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Hunter nodded. Freddie nudged him gently with her crutch, mouthing a silent thank you in his direction. He smiled reluctantly at her, fiddling with the handle of his sword.

“We need to stay in touch,” Fletcher said. “Patrick has a walkie-”

“Me too,” Will said.

“And me,” piped up Henry, holding one up.

“Give that one to Hunter,” Fletcher instructed. Henry passed it over quickly, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose anxiously. “Each group has one. Stay close together, look out for each other.” Fletcher looked at every nervous face in the group. Would they all make it through alive? Would their barricades stand to defend them when they needed them most?

Only time would tell.

“Good luck,” Fletcher said grimly before the group disbanded to fight for their home.

“What are you doing?” Will shouted.

Sadie had set off at a run - not in the direction of the hotel where the fire was, but towards the outdoors store. What did she think they were meant to be doing?

“Getting us helmets!” Sadie shouted back.

“Helmets?”

With a nervous glance over his shoulder at the amber flames that were licking the walls of the hotel, Will cursed. After a moment’s pause, he raced after her, his feet pounding the cobbled street as he ran after Sadie. But Will didn’t think that they had time to waste, not if they were to put out the fire and help defend the barricades.

Sadie hurried through the entrance to the outdoors store, Will close on her heels. He chased after her as she zigzagged her way through the aisles, coming to a stop at the climbing section. She grabbed a black helmet off the shelf and thrust it into Will’s chest.

“Sadie-” Will protested.

“Firefighters always wear helmets,” Sadie said, ignoring him. “Don’t argue with me. One wrong move could get us killed. We are going in there prepared, or we aren’t going in at all.”

“We don’t have time for this-”

“I already lost one best friend, Will,” Sadie snapped. Will flinched. “I don’t plan to lose another. So please, let me do this. It’s the only way I can take care of us.”

Will turned the helmet over in his hands silently. He’d never thought of it like that. Sadie wasn’t usually a fighter, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t protect him in other ways. He put the helmet on without protest, clipping it into place under his chin.

Sadie chose a helmet for herself, pushing it down over her twin plaits. It wobbled loosely on her head, looking ridiculously large as it almost fell down over her eyes. Sadie fumbled with the chin straps to tighten it, wiggling her head to check that it was secured. Then, she grabbed two snoods. She swung her pack off her shoulders and rummaged inside for a bottle of water. Will couldn’t stop his foot from tapping impatiently, adrenaline making him restless. They didn’t have time for this. He was about to tell Sadie as such - at the risk of being snapped at again - when she quickly opened the bottle and doused both snoods in water. She handed one to Will, discarding the empty bottle and pulling her own snood over her head hurriedly.

“They always do that in films,” she explained, pulling the fabric up over her mouth. “It has to do something, right?”

A thick pair of gloves came next, shoved into Will’s hands. Sadie pulled on her own pair, flexing her fingers to test the dexterity. With a sigh, Will wriggled his hands into them.

“Is that everything?” he asked dryly, his voice muffled by the damp fabric. “Do we need a fire engine now, too?”

Sadie narrowed her eyes at him beneath her oversized helmet. “You’ll be grateful for it when we’re inside. Now, let’s go.”

“Just a fire to put out now,” Will sighed.

The pair set off again at a run, heading for the hotel this time. Out of the store, Will could see the battle against the biters taking place at the nearest barricade. Fletcher and Patrick were trying desperately to secure the tarpaulin in place against the hungry hands that were fighting their way through. The tarpaulin was pulled taut against the pressure of the biters on the other side. Lily and Henry were fiddling with the metal scaffolding, concentration etched on their faces as the barricade wobbled precariously. Will heard someone shout for help - he couldn’t make out the words - and watched as Freddie helped Lily and Henry seemingly use whatever strength they had to hold the scaffolding upright. Will forced himself to pull his attention away and to the task at hand. He had to trust that his friends could look after themselves.

He and Sadie raced into the hotel, skidding to a halt in the lobby, the soles of their boots squeaking against the tiled floor. Gray smoke was starting to curl lazily into the lobby from the staircase, and even through the damp snood, Will could smell the fire burning. The smoke alarm chirped incessantly, piercing his ears now they were inside the building. Will was glad the alarm couldn’t be heard from outside. They had a hard enough job as it was without attracting the biters to them.

“Over there!” Will said, his voice muffled. He pointed with a gloved hand across the lobby, where he’d spotted a pair of bright red fire extinguishers next to the door of the caretaker’s cupboard. They sprinted towards them, Will suddenly shaken by how small they looked up close. Would they be enough to put out the fire?

They didn’t have a choice. Will ripped the canisters off the wall, passing one to Sadie and wedging the other underneath his armpit. They sprinted up the staircase together, through the dark cloud of smoke that had started to gather. Will had to admit now, that he was grateful for the dampened snood covering his mouth. Without it, the smoke would have been even more suffocating. It stung his eyes and made them water. Will narrowed his eyelids so that they were barely open, but still his eyes teared up more in protest. His vision - already obscured by the dark, curling tendrils of smoke - swam. Will blinked the tears away, trying to ignore the stinging. The last thing he needed was to lose his vision.

At the first floor of the stairwell, Will spotted another fire extinguisher canister. He paused to free it from the wall, quickly shifting it underneath his other arm as they pressed on, Sadie close behind him. They burst from the stairwell onto the first floor corridor. A wall of smoke greeted them, and Will instinctively reached a hand out behind him to grab Sadie’s. They didn’t need to get separated. Droplets of water rained down on them from the sprinklers in the roof, and Will was grateful for the coolness of the water on his face. The corridor felt like a furnace. Will could feel sweat dripping down the back of his neck.

“The room right at the end!” Sadie shouted from behind him. Will pulled them through the smoke-filled corridor to the source of the blaze. The door was still shut, but smoke was pouring from the gaps between the door and its frame. Will put his two extinguishers down and stepped back. He kicked out at the door with all the power he had, feeling his right foot connect with the wood. Pain shot through his calf, but Will ignored it, aiming another kick at the door. He saw the wood around the lock splinter, and he backed a few steps away. Taking a deep breath and steadying himself for the inevitable impact, Will charged, ramming his shoulder against the door with as much strength as he could muster. The wood fragmented and the door gave way, Will stumbling unsteadily into the bedroom.

The room was ablaze. Long, burning tendrils of flame licked at the walls, the curtains, the bed. Amber sparks had caught on the carpet, which was starting to smoke and burn in places. The window - the glass of which they’d already seen explode - ushered in fresh oxygen, feeding the raging fire. Will felt light-headed, surrounded by the heat and suffocating smoke. He could feel nausea rise in his stomach, and he fought back the impulse to retch.

“Sadie!” Will shouted, turning to face her. “Extinguishers!”

“What sort of fire is it?” Sadie asked. She was scanning the labels of the canisters intently, studying the symbols.

“What do you mean what sort of fire is it?” Will bellowed. “A hot one!”

“Right - yes,” Sadie said, scooping the canisters up into her arms. Will grabbed the top one, pulling the pin and aiming the nozzle at the base of the fire that consumed the curtains. Foam burst from the extinguisher as Will squeezed the lever, holding tight as he directed the canister at the inferno. He emptied the extinguisher, foam trying to smother the flames. When it was empty, Will tossed the canister to the side, grabbing the last extinguisher as Sadie emptied hers. This time, Will moved the nozzle as the foam sprayed, trying to coat as much of the fire as he could.

But it was no use.

All of their canisters were empty.

And still, fire continued to burn.

“What do we do now?” Sadie asked, panicked. Her voice sounded hoarse and gravelly in her throat. Dark smoke continued to swirl in the air around them, and Will felt as though his skin was melting in their proximity to the heat.

“We can’t put this out on our own,” Will shouted over the crackling flames. He fished for the walkie talkie in his pocket, pulling his snood down so that he could speak more clearly. The smoke assaulted his nostrils immediately, causing him to cough and splutter. Ignoring the burning in his throat, Will brought the device to his mouth.

“Patrick?”

The device crackled, and Will held it against his ear. He could hear the faint tinny sounds of movement, and what must be battle on the other end of the line.

“Will? Are you okay?” came Patrick’s voice across the speaker.

“We can’t stop the fire, Patrick.”

There was a loud crackle over the speaker, before Will could hear Patrick’s voice again, “What did you say?”

“We can’t put out the fire,” Will said loudly.

“You son of a-”

There was a pause. Is Patrick gone? Will wondered. He was about to try again when the device crackled back to life.

“Sorry Will, that wasn’t aimed at you. We’re struggling down here.”

“How bad is it?” Will’s brow furrowed with worry.

“Not good, dude. I don’t think we can defend against this many-”

The sound cut off again, as if Patrick had been otherwise distracted. Which, Will thought, he probably had.

“We’re going to bail out,” Patrick’s voice crackled over the speaker. “We need to get out of here. There are too many for us to fight…we’ll tell the others. Forget about the fire. Just get yourselves out.”

Will looked up from the device, his eyes meeting Sadie’s. Her brown eyes were wide with fear and shock. They were leaving The Fortress. They were leaving behind their home; their safety.

They couldn’t stay any more.

“Roger that,” Will said into the walkie talkie. He felt numb. “Meet at the evacuation point?”

“We’ll see you there,” came Patrick’s reply. “Look after yourselves?”

“You too.”

Will put the walkie talkie back into his pocket and covered his mouth again with the snood, taking a step towards Sadie.

“Let’s get out of here.”

The last thing that Will saw was Sadie’s outline, illuminated by bright orange fire, before he was blasted backwards by an explosion.


Chapter Two

The quiet on the farm was unnerving. Ginge stood in the front yard, staring out at her land. It was early morning. She was supposed to be tending to the animals now, but she’d stepped outside to get on with her day and found herself frozen. The yard where she’d grown up playing on the rope swing, riding her bike up the gravel path, playing pirates with her siblings, was now a graveyard of deadly memories.

She hadn’t slept much. She had tried, but all she could hear was Gus’ sobs echoing through the house. When she closed her eyes, she could only see Quinn’s reanimated corpse crawling toward them. She rubbed at her temple, wishing she could somehow erase the memory.

She knew exactly how Gus was feeling right now. A mixture of anger and utter grief that couldn’t be tamed. A person torn away from them with casual savageness. It was the kind of feeling that burned hot and bright so aggressively that it felt like it would kill you. It made your heart race, your lungs constrict, your mind creating a fog over any thoughts of better times. She’d been there for such a long time after they lost Warren. It pained her to think of Gus going through it too. She barely knew him, but she could feel his pain, as raw as if it were her own. It was a feeling that she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy.

She heard the door open behind her and Ava quietly stepped out of the house, followed up by Jam. Jam clapped a friendly hand on Ginge’s shoulder.

“Hey. You okay there? You look kind of deep in thought.”

Ginge sighed. “There’s a lot to think about.”

Not only had Quinn’s death rocked the farm, but they were still missing two of their crew. Sam and Joe were yet to return from their rescue mission. They’d been sent out to find Quinn, but it had been twelve hours since he’d showed up as a rotter on the farm. That left Ginge to wonder where the hell Joe and Sam had got to.

“They’ll be okay. Sam has a really smart head on her shoulders,” Jam said. “They’ve probably hunkered down somewhere safe for the night. If there’s anyone who knows how to stay safe out there, it’s Sam. The rotters should be afraid of her.”

“But they have no idea about Quinn. What if they carried on to the school anyway? What if they were caught?”

“It doesn’t help to think about it,” Ava said quietly. “We should just try and keep ourselves busy. The cows won’t feed themselves, right?”

A lump formed in Ginge’s throat. Another thing to worry about. It was no secret that they were running out of resources to keep the farm running. She had already had to cut back a fair amount to keep things running, and she worried about her cows becoming thin and cold in the winter nights. She wondered if it was cruel to keep them alive. Perhaps it was time to slaughter some of them. They could keep the meat while it was still worth something and save the cows extended suffering. Was that kinder than letting them starve to death?

Spring will come again, Ginge told herself. Everything will be better come spring. But that was still months away. The winter seemed to be stretching forever, and the misery of their hardships slowed it even further. For a long time, her heart had felt as barren and bitter as the season, though she masked it as best as she could. Now, though, it was starting to take a toll. Who would be the next to die? Who would be snatched from them too soon, like Quinn and Warren and Gemma? Perhaps Joe and Sam were already lost to them.

“Ginge…come on,” Jam urged, his hand gently steering her from her spot. “We’re no good just standing here.”

Ginge fought an urge to shake him off. He’d barely been there a week, and she didn’t appreciate him trying to tell her what to do on her own farm. But the burden of being in charge weighed on her more these days. It had been easier when they could pretend they were on some kind of extended holiday, out in the wilderness where trouble rarely reached them. When they had been in their own little bubble, just Ginge and her closest friends on an adventure of survival. But lately, that was starting to change, and hope was wearing thin.

So Ginge allowed Jam to take charge of her for a moment. She took one step. Then another. And then her feet began to work on their own accord, taking her toward the sheds. She still felt numb, still felt a dark cloud hanging over her head. But at least she was moving. So long as she kept moving, they’d survive another day.

She just hoped there was something worth living for.

“Don’t you think you should go and speak to him?” Rori asked Heidi, nudging her with his elbow. They were sitting on the back of the sofa in the living room, staring out of the window. They had some down time before their work began for the day, and Heidi felt glad to have some time to digest what had happened the night before. She hadn’t seen Quinn’s arrival on the farm, but she had watched the aftermath; Gus’ guttural cries could be heard for miles around. He had shut himself away for the night, his cries carrying up to the attic. Heidi had considered going to him a few times, but had ultimately decided to give him some space. Early that morning, she had heard him leave the house and head out to the barns to be away from everybody else. Not even Tomas had managed to speak to him.

She frowned at Rori’s suggestion. She didn’t have to ask to know he was talking about Gus. Tomas was still asleep upstairs, and Gus was the one who was looking likely to be an issue. But he had taken himself away for a reason. Heidi saw no reason to try and disturb him.

“I don’t think he will appreciate me trying to talk to him as though I know how he feels right now.”

“He listens to you.”

“I don’t think that boy listens to anyone, Rori.”

“Well, you’re the most familiar face he has around here. Other than Luke perhaps, but I doubt he’s going to want to talk to him. Or that Luke would even try. I don’t think there are many people here he can trust right now. Not even Tomas.”

Heidi’s stomach clenched. She felt bad for Tomas. He had done what he had to do to survive, leaving Quinn to the mercy of Ross’ cronies. He even said that Quinn insisted that he make a run for it. If they’d both ended up dead, what good would it have done Gus? But she could also see how Gus would see that as the ultimate betrayal. In a mind clouded by grief, Tomas was the easiest place to lay blame.
“Maybe he wouldn’t have minded me trying to talk to him before. But now…now that Quinn is gone for good…I don’t get the feeling he will want to speak to me. He’s angry and hurt. He’ll only lash out.”

“And you can take that if anyone can, right? Your skin is thick as leather.”

“Wow, thanks, Rori. Is that your roundabout way of calling me a cow?”

“That might have come out a bit wrong…”

“You’re lucky I have the skin of an elephant or I would choose to be offended. Though an elephant never forgets, so I might hold on to this one.” She paused. Her heart wasn’t really in the joke for once. “Why are you so keen to get me to speak to him? Why does it bother you so much?”

Rori chewed on his thumb, his soft brown eyes finding hers. “I just feel bad for him, that’s all. And I know if I was in his shoes…if I had lost someone I cared about…I’d want someone to check in on me, to make sure I was okay. I mean, if I lost you, I’m not sure I’d ever recover.”

Heidi’s eyes widened and she smiled ever so slightly, her thick eyebrows raising behind her unruly fringe. Rori’s cheeks turned red and he averted his gaze from hers.

“I just mean…”
“It’s alright. I know what you meant,” Heidi said, savoring her smile. “It’s not been a good thirty seconds for you, has it?”

Rori blushed harder, which pleased Heidi a little. Neither one of them had acknowledged the feeling between them, the casual flirting, the more-than-friends-less-than-lovers relationship that seemed to be unfolding between them. But whenever Rori made any hint of how much she meant to him, it filled her with a warmth like no other.

“I’ll talk to him. You’re probably right. He shouldn’t be alone right now.”

Heidi left Rori in the living room and slid her shoes on in the hallway. She could feel the cold creeping in before she even opened the door to cross the yard to the barn. As she left, she grabbed a scarf from the coat rack. Gus would be freezing out in the barn.

The land felt expansive and barren as she crossed it, over their wobbly drawbridge and through the fields that led to the barn. So much life had been lost there now, and each death seemed to hurt even more. Heidi hadn’t quite shaken off the image of Quinn’s body lying in the frost while Gus wailed at his side. She could only imagine how much it haunted Gus when he closed his eyes.

The barn still smelled faintly of hay and blood. The barns too had seen a lot of death. But the place was empty save from Gus sitting on the ground, his knees pulled up to his chest and his back to Heidi. His shoulders were shaking as he cried silently. Heidi swallowed.

“Gus?” she whispered. He hung his head lower. She shuffled into the barn, closing the door behind her to keep out the cold. She knelt down beside Gus, gently winding the scarf around his neck. He flinched away from her at first, but then seemed to lack the strength to fight her off. Heidi’s throat felt dry as she sat beside him and tried to think of the right thing to say. How could she comfort him now when the worst had happened?

“I’m so sorry,” she told him. He shook his head, his eyes scrunched closed.

“Don’t. It doesn’t change anything.”

Heidi nodded. “You’re right. It doesn’t. But I am, all the same. He was-”

“You didn’t know him. Don’t tell me what he was.”

Heidi stopped short. She didn’t know whether it was best to just leave Gus alone. Her efforts only seemed to make him angrier. She didn’t want to fuel the fire, to make him feel worse. But slowly, Gus reached out his hand to her. Hesitantly, she wrapped her fingers in his. Quinn’s blood was caked beneath his nails, the color of rust.

“How can I…how can I ever be right again?” Gus choked out. “He’s all I ever had. I was all he ever had. We don’t know how to be apart. At least he doesn’t have to feel so alone.”

Heidi didn’t know how to respond. Gus’ eyes stayed on her, begging her to come up with an answer to his pain. Heidi swallowed the lump forming in her throat.

“I wish I knew what to tell you, Gus. I really do.”

Hope faded from Gus’ eyes. Heidi watched his body crumple, his shoulders slumping forward. He pressed his palm to his forehead and a small whimper left his lips, like he was physically in pain. Heidi understood how grief could hurt that way, carving out a hole in the center of his chest. His hand found his throat as he fought back tears. Heidi could feel it all just by watching him - the rawness of his throat, the burning of his eyes, the ache in his temple. It was hard to watch.

But it was harder for him. 

Gus finally looked up at Heidi, resignation in his eyes.

“Can I ask you about something?”

“Of course,” Heidi said immediately. She had to hope that whatever it was he hoped to ask, that she’d finally have something to offer him in the form of answers.

“There was a moment…just before I ended it all. I saw this look in his eyes. And it was like…it was like he was still in there. There was a tear on his cheek. I’m sure I’m not imagining it. Do you think…do you think it’s possible? That he still understood what was happening to him?”

“You mean…like he was still alive?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not alive. But there was something still there. A spark of some kind. Trapped in his eyes.”

“But he was dead already, Gus. He was…he was at peace.”

Gus shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. Peace was never something he knew before, let alone in the last moments of his life. But I swear, there was something left inside. Something human. Have you seen anyone you truly love turn, Heidi? Because if you haven’t, maybe you won’t understand. I knew him. I’m sure I saw something of him left behind. It looked…it looked like he was in pain.”

Heidi wavered. She had seen a number of people turn, but she had never got close enough to really see a person still reflected in there, trapped inside. And Gus was right - the people she’d known to turn weren’t close to her. Maybe that’s why all she saw was death. A finality to it the moment they turned into something beyond their understanding.

But there was nothing human about the rotters she’d seen, and she had seen a hell of a lot of them. It was hard to even picture them as human these days. With their bodies rotting away, every last scrap of humanity seemed to strip from their bones until there was nothing left. Besides, it was never the shell that made a person human. Not their skin, their bones, their eyes, their hair. Rotters still had those things, to some extent.

What they lacked was a soul.

Heidi swallowed. “Do you think…maybe you saw what you wanted to see?”
Gus looked up at her, his eyes blazing.

“You think I wanted to see him in there? Still trapped in a body taken over by the virus? I wish to God he’d just showed up here dead, unmoving, completely gone. I wish I’d never seen him move again, never got my hopes up for him to make it through. I wish Ross had just put a knife through his heart, because what I saw? I can never forget that. I can’t stop seeing that flicker of something inside him. That’s what is playing on my mind more than anything. I know those eyes. In some way, I think he was still alive.”

A shudder ran down Heidi’s spine. She didn’t want to hear what she was being told. The world was awful enough as it was. How were they supposed to carry on if it got worse, if they found out that there was some part of their friends and family living on inside their bodies while they slowly rotted away from the inside out? She wondered how that would feel, to lose complete control, to run only on impulses that didn’t even belong to you, but to a new host inside your body. Like a puppet on strings, alive inside a hopelessly damned body. Heidi shook her head, trying to shrug off the thought. But the concept was rooted in her mind now. Her eyes met Gus’, and she saw fear reflected back in his gaze.

“It doesn’t bear thinking about, Gus,” Heidi whispered. His eyes lowered to the ground.

“It’s a little late for that.”

“Do you ever feel like…like you forget to breathe these days?”

Cassie frowned at Poppy’s statement. They were walking around the edge of the farm. The grass crunched beneath their boots, crystalized by ice. As they walked, Cassie spotted rotter blood that was frozen in time too by the cold weather.

“I used to feel like fresh air would always cure this feeling,” Poppy said, rubbing at her chest. Her breath formed fog clouds in the cold air. “But now it just feels like it’s locked in.”

Cassie knew the feeling all too well. She often got anxious around exam times at school. She would lie awake at night, feeling like there was a brick weighing down on her chest. It had been hard back then.

It was even harder now.

Cassie slipped her gloved hand into Poppy’s. Her other hand rested on the knife she kept on her belt in case of a rotter attack. She never imagined that her romantic life would involve worrying about her partner being killed by a rotter whenever they stepped out together. But that was the reality of their world. Somehow, it was starting to feel normal.

“It’s okay to feel this way. Given everything that’s happened…I think it would be strange if you didn’t feel anxious.”

Poppy took a deep breath, still rubbing at her chest. “I just want it to go away. And it doesn’t. I can’t stop thinking about Quinn…I didn’t even know him and I still feel so…I can’t fathom what he went through. It makes me sick to my stomach. And then I see Angus’ face and I just…God, I feel like I can’t breathe, Cassie. I really can’t.”

Cassie stopped and put her hands on Poppy’s shoulders. They were trembling. Her skin looked paler than usual. Poppy’s eyes were frantic.

“I can’t live like this.”

“You can. You have to,” Cassie said, gently cupping her girlfriend’s cheek. “I know things seem bad right now…and they are. There’s no getting around that. But there has to be a light at the end of the tunnel.”

“Says who? Everything is fucked up. More than it ever has been before. I just can’t see how things can get any better when everyone is acting crazy. Someone tortured Quinn. And then they delivered him here like a ticking time bomb and hoped that he’d kill everyone. Who does something like that?”

“There is still good in the world,” Cassie said gently. “There always will be.”

“Where, Cassie? Tell me where because I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

Cassie grabbed Poppy’s hand and pulled it to her chest.

“Here. There’s good here. You and me. When everything goes dark I…I look at you. And I think about us. Everything we can be together. And I know everything will be okay.”

Poppy’s breathing slowed as she met Cassie’s gaze. Cassie gripped her hand harder, her heart pulsing against Poppy’s palm..

“I know it’s bad out there. But on the farm…we’re as safe as we can be. We’re all looking out for one another. We’re prepared for anything. And I will never, ever let anything happen to you.”

“You can’t know that for sure.”

“I can. As long as I’m here, I won’t let you get hurt. Alright? There’s no way that’s going to happen.”

Poppy took a shuddering breath. “Ross delivered Quinn right to our doorstep, Cass. He knows where we are. He’ll come back.”

“Let him come,” Cassie said through gritted teeth. “We’ll be ready for him. I mean it, Poppy. You’re safe as long as I’m around. And I’m not going anywhere.”

Poppy took a deep breath and nodded. Then she gently pressed her lips against Cassie’s. Cassie closed her eyes, savoring a second of sanctuary. They were few and far between now.

The crunch of footsteps on the snow pulled Cassie back to reality. From the copse of trees, she saw a rotter ambling toward them. Freshly turned, it seemed, from the strength of its movements. Cassie gently pushed Poppy behind her, shielding her as she took out her knife.

“Stay back. I’ve got this.”


Chapter Three

Sam walked two paces ahead of Joe. He followed her sluggishly, his hands dug deep into his pockets to stop them from freezing. He wished he’d had the sense to bring gloves, but he hadn’t imagined that he and his group would be out long enough to need them.

He had barely slept a wink. He and Sam had managed to find an abandoned garage to sleep in, but it was cold, and spiders scuttled across the concrete floor. It didn’t seem to bother Sam, who slept soundly with her head pressed to the hard ground, her fingers curled around her knife as she slept. Joe gathered that she was a little better prepared for a life without luxury than he was.

But he was paying for it now. As they began to navigate their way back to the farm with Sam leading the way, he could feel tiredness pulling down on his eyelids. That could easily get him killed out here. They’d already had one near death experience. He wasn’t sure his heart could take another one.

And there wasn’t much to distract him from the fear burrowing through him. Sam didn’t seem interested in trying to chat, keeping her distance from him. Joe wondered if he had managed to offend her in some way, but he decided that was just paranoia. Sam was a lone wolf, she’d said so herself. She wasn’t the kind of girl who would like small talk, or any sort of talk that had no direction.

But it only made Joe feel more drawn to her. His own social anxieties put him in the same boat in some ways.

What’s the phrase? Joe asked himself. Can’t we be alone together?

Joe sped up a little so that he could fall in step with Sam. She glanced at him, clocking what he was doing, and Joe didn’t miss the small puff of air that she let out. He would have been offended if he didn’t expect that kind of thing from Sam at this point. If he was a warm summer, she was the coldest winter. Perhaps they’d have to meet in the middle and settle for an autumn kind of friendship.

“I’m dead on my feet today,” Joe said. Sam was silent for a moment and Joe thought she might ignore him entirely. But then her frown gave way just a little.

“Careful. The rotters might recruit you if you keep talking like that.”

Joe let out a short laugh of surprise. “Was that a joke?”

“Well you laughed, so I suppose it was.”

It was something small, but it had Joe’s face splitting into a smile. Sam caught his eye briefly, but quickly looked away, shaking her head.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re too cheerful?”

“What’s too cheerful? Would you rather I scowled and had a bad attitude all the time?”

Sam shrugged. “I guess I’d relate to you more if you did.”

“You don’t have a bad attitude. You’re just a tough nut to crack.”

Sam shook her head, looking exasperated. “You’re talking like you know anything about me.”

“Well, maybe I don’t know much, but I’m quite good at reading people, I think.”

A small smile played on Sam’s mouth, but she seemed determined not to allow it to grow.

“Alright. What’s your read on me?”

Joe hesitated. The question felt like a trap, a way for Sam to invite him in and then crush him down to nothing if he made a mistake. But he was willing to risk it if it meant she would trust him a little more. He shoved his hands deeper into his pocket, too shy to look her in the eye while he made his analysis.

“You’re loyal, but you take a long time before you trust someone enough to offer your loyalty up. You were an only child, but you preferred your own company anyway so it didn’t bother you. You believe in choosing your family over having them forced on you. You think people see you as cold or blunt, but you’re actually just shy, and you don’t have the energy to correct people on that fact. What’s the point when people have already decided how to feel about you anyway? If they don’t get you at face value, they probably never will. You find the farm suffocating because there are too many people and you don’t know any of them well enough to feel truly safe there. You feel better out here because you know where the danger lies, where it comes from. You’d rather live day to day than plan for disaster.” Joe paused, finding the courage to glance sideways at Sam. “Am I getting close?” 

Sam stared back at him. Her gaze was unrelenting, but Joe thought he could see a glimpse of softness in her eyes. After a while, she turned back to the road ahead, not giving up on her publishing pace.

“I’d say you’re about eighty percent accurate,” she admitted.

“Hey, that’s not so bad. Where did I go wrong?”

“You know I’m not going to answer that. It would be far too easy. And besides,” she let out a breath, watching it cloud in the cold. “You’re meant to be good at reading people.”

“Right, of course. Because you’re waiting for me to prove myself before you let me in any further, right?”

Sam’s silence spoke volumes.

“Hmm, okay. How about this? I get us back to the farm in one piece and you let me in…just a little bit. Sound good?”

“I don’t know why you’re so intent on getting me to open up, Joe. You’ve got plenty of friends back at the farm.”

“You can never have too many friends. And I just think we might have more common ground than you think.”

“You mean because we’re the same age, or because we’re in this mess together? Those are the only two similarities I see between us.”

“Then perhaps I’m not the one who needs to get to know you better. Maybe you should try getting to know me.”

Sam chuckled softly. “You’re relentless.”

“Well spotted. That’s one step toward getting to know me.”

Sam rolled her eyes, but her smile didn’t fade quite as fast this time. Joe was willing to take that as a win.

As the sun rose higher, Joe realized they were making decent progress on their journey. He started to recognize their surroundings a little more. Soon, they would leave the thick of the town and be back to the country roads that led back to Ginge’s farm. Joe was sure it would be safer there, when the land was open and they could see for miles around. He hadn’t spent much time walking through towns since the beginning of the apocalypse, knowing that danger was always closer. The towns are full of rotters and madmen, Luke had told him not long before. Anyone willing to live side by side with the monsters can’t be sane.

But walking through the town was going to be necessary. They hadn’t eaten since they’d left the farm, and Joe’s legs burned from all the walking, his tongue dry too. He and Sam had agreed that morning that they would venture into the town and try to find some supplies to keep them going. Joe hoped they’d be in and out so they could focus on getting back to the farm.

He had wondered if anyone back at the farm was worried about their lengthened absence. He was certain that Jam and Ava and The Fox would be worried sick about Sam, but Joe wasn’t so sure about his friends on the farm. Luke was likely glad to see the back of him. The thought had come to his head as a joke, but it had cut deeper than he expected it would. He pawed at the back of his neck, his fingers digging into his skin to try and force himself out of his own thoughts. He wasn’t one for a pity party, but he knew deep down that he was on the outside looking in half the time. Without him, the world could keep turning. He craved companionship, but even after months now at the farm, he felt like he didn’t quite belong anywhere. And even Sam had her own allegiances - she didn’t need what Joe had to offer. She wasn’t asking for anything from him, even though he was trying his hardest to give it all.

“You okay?” Sam asked Joe quietly. He snapped out of his thoughts, forcing a quiet chuckle.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Keep your head in the game, okay? We’re in dangerous territory here. Anything could happen.”
“You’re right. Sorry,” he said, but he secretly held her brief concern close to his chest. Maybe no one else cared, but perhaps she did even a little.

That was enough to hold on to for now.

The streets were quieter than Joe had expected. It put him on edge. There wasn’t a rotter in sight. Maybe they were otherwise engaged with other prey. But rather than feeling reassured, the thought just made Joe feel more on edge.

Whilst the edges of the town were quiet, it looked as though they were out of luck with searching for supplies. A lot of the stores had been broken into and the shelves were now resembling picked over carcasses, leaving only the skeleton behind. Joe’s stomach growled and Sam shot him a look. He shrugged.

“I can’t help it…”

“Okay, well maybe this isn’t the best way to go. We’ll veer off a bit, see if there’s any corner shops in the residential areas…”

“We could be walking for hours before we find anywhere.”

“I know. But we need to eat, and drink. Let’s keep looking for a while. If we don’t find anything soon we’ll just have to push on I guess.”

Joe didn’t argue, following Sam as she turned on her heel and began walking again. Every footstep felt like effort now, so he didn’t waste his energy trying to change their course. He just had to hope Sam knew what she was doing.

It was one of those rare days where Sam didn’t really trust her gut.

Usually, Sam was reliable as a compass, always knowing true north and sticking to it, but today, she felt a little off kilter. It didn’t help that Joe was relying on her, following her like an eager puppy through the icy streets of the residential area. Since they’d been attacked by the man with the gun the previous day, Sam was wary of people trying to protect their home turf, worried that they might run into trouble, but the area was strangely ordinary. The houses were quiet and seemingly untouched by disaster. The whole place seemed frozen in time. Somehow that only made Sam more anxious.

She felt relief when she found a small shop nestled on the corner of a row of houses. She ushered Joe to follow her inside, her knife at the ready as she opened the door. But the place was long abandoned, and clearly picked through. Still, Sam had foraged enough times to know the best places to check for leftovers. She asked Joe to watch the door while she went searching, finding a lone bottle of water underneath a drinks fridge and a packet of salted peanuts hidden beneath the tills. The packet had split open and was a little dusty, but Sam had learned not to be fussy. She offered Joe the water first and ate a few of the peanuts, wishing that she’d found something that wouldn’t make her even thirstier.

“I’d almost forgotten the feeling of walking inside a corner shop and just going to buy something. Feels like a long time since I had that privilege,” Joe said, holding out his palm for a few peanuts.

“Don’t get all nostalgic on me. Doesn’t help anything, Joe.”

Joe sighed. “I suppose not.”

As Joe ate, Sam continued looking around for more supplies, but she didn’t find much aside from a half-eaten packet of crisps. She was almost about to pack them for the road when she saw that there were mouse droppings inside the packet. She wrinkled her nose. She had her limits.

“Looks like we’re done. Let’s get back on the road. If we walk for the rest of the day, I think we’ll make it back today.”

“Here’s hoping. I’m not sure a handful of peanuts will keep me going for long.”

“Yeah. We earned peanuts for our efforts,” Sam said with a quirk of her mouth. Joe shook his head.

“Two jokes in one day. Is the ice queen melting?”

“Don’t push your luck.”

Sam and Joe stepped out of the corner shop together, but Sam froze when she saw that they had company. Four girls stood at the base of the steps to the store, armed with baseball bats. Joe instinctively blocked Sam with his body, trying to protect her, but Sam was already calculating how they were going to win this fight. Four against two was bad odds.

“Fresh faces?” one of the girls said with a wolfish grin. Her hair was matted and dirty, dark roots coming through to break her platinum hair. “You don’t belong around here.”

“We’re leaving,” Sam said firmly, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. She had been in a few scrapes in her life, but she really didn’t want a fight. Especially not when they were outnumbered.

“Not so fast,” one of the other girls hissed. “It’s been a long while since we saw anybody new…we haven’t seen a boy in months.” She looked Joe up and down slowly, her eyes hungry. “We just want to introduce ourselves.”

Sam could see the horror on Joe’s face. He was going to be useless if it came to a fight, she knew that much. Sam pushed her way forward, scowling at the girls.

“Let us pass.”

“What’s your hurry?” the blonde asked, raising an eyebrow. “We were just about to have a party at our place. We could use some more guests.”

Never had a party invite sounded so unappealing.

“No thank you,” Sam said through gritted teeth.

“We weren’t talking to you,” the blonde said. Her eyes scraped over Joe. “And it wasn’t negotiable. Girls, do it.”

It all happened so fast. One of the girls launched herself at Sam, swinging her baseball bat into her knee. Sam cried out, crippled by the blow. She saw stars as she stumbled onto her good knee. She barely had time to register the hit before a fist found her face, sending her sprawling onto her back.

The last thing Sam saw before she hit the ground was the other girls dragging Joe away.


Chapter Four

Ross reclined in the headmaster’s old chair, his feet propped up on the desk in front of him. It had been a good twenty-four hours for him. When he closed his eyes, his violent mind replayed watching Quinn in his rearview mirror, broken and hopeless at the farm’s entrance. He wondered how Tomas had reacted to seeing his little friend again.

He’d broken Quinn down into nothing. It was a powerful feeling. It had been his most satisfying kill yet, with all the mind games finally coming to fruition the moment Quinn realized he would turn and kill everyone in his path. Had Tomas had time to kill his friend’s walking corpse before he was bitten himself? Ross didn’t care much. Tomas had never been the problem. It was Gus and Quinn that had posed the issues.

Now both of them were gone.

But one thing spoiled his mood. Quinn had almost got away. His little escape plan across the parking lot had left a sour taste in Ross’ mouth. He hadn’t had much time to address how he’d gotten so far yet, but now he let his thoughts sink in.

Deborah had been standing guard outside the room. She was supposed to be keeping an eye on him. Either she was incompetent or she had allowed it to happen.

Or maybe she even helped.

Ross chewed his lip. He didn’t imagine that Deborah would help directly - for all of her tough act, she was a coward deep down, too afraid of what Ross might do to her if she disobeyed.

But he could picture her standing outside the room, hearing Quinn struggle to get out of his ties, making a lot of noise. If she had done her job properly, then she would have gone in there to check on him. But she didn’t. And because of that, Quinn had almost gotten away.

The question now was, what was Ross going to do about it?

Loyalty was the only thing that would keep him afloat. He hated to admit it to himself, but he relied on others to keep his place intact. If they turned their back on him - the likes of Finn and Deborah and his other cronies - everything would crumble. And that meant he had two choices - to take down Deborah with the help of the rest of his squad, though she was his longest and most loyal servant…or to pretend that he didn’t suspect a thing.

He clenched his fist. He hated the idea of Deborah getting away with it. Or her even thinking that she could get away with it. She was starting to tilt the balance between them, and his greatest fear was that she would eventually take the power for herself. He wasn’t even sure that was what she wanted, but if she did, he didn’t think it would take much for her to make it known. He couldn’t allow that. Her strengths were only useful to him when she was using them to help him, not to tear him down.

But things were different now. Since Finn had joined his crew, he felt stronger, like someone saw his vision for the future too. A future full of violence that had been unobtainable once, but became more and more possible each day. The virus ran hot inside him, fuelling his desire to hurt and kill. He could play it off as a necessity as the world grew darker, a way to keep what they had at the school safe, but he knew that more than anything, he was only trying to fulfill his own desires for chaos.

But violence wasn’t the only desire running hot inside him. There was Danielle to consider, the new girl on the block. She had her friend Daisy with her too, but she wasn’t nearly as interesting to Ross. No, Danielle was the one he liked, with her coy smiles and her curvaceous body. She never shied away from the violence either, never blinking an eye when Ross talked about hurting someone. And the more time he spent with her, the more he was starting to convince himself that she might be interested in him too. It was a vulnerable spot for him. He’d been with plenty of girls before, but none had made him want them the way he wanted Danielle.

He wanted her to belong to him.

He knew he couldn’t really afford the distraction. Danielle had trouble written all over her, and she was making him turn his attention elsewhere when he should be focused on keeping all the power for himself. But Ross was also pretty sure that any violent designs he had for the future, she would be willing to join him. He hoped so, at least. She wasn’t like other girls - she wasn’t the type to hold back, to act all shy. She was a tease, that was for sure, but Ross was starting to get bored of waiting. If he couldn’t have her soon, then he’d have to move on. His plans were too big to allow romance to get in the way.

Because something new was cooking in his mind. The school had been everything he’d wanted once - a sanctuary for him and his friends, the torture chamber of his dreams, surrounded by the rotters that kept them safe.

But he knew in the long term that he needed more. And ever since he had thrown Quinn from his car, he’d been thinking about the farm. He had no idea how many people resided there, or whether it would be plausible to take it for himself, but he was willing to investigate. All that open land, they’d be able to see trouble coming from a mile off. And then there were the crops, the cows, the safety measures he’d spotted in the front yard. Whoever had fortified the farm had good ideas, and their chances of survival would be good there.

If he could only figure out how to take the place for himself.

He’d have to make plans. Case the place, look for weaknesses, figure out what they were up against. It wouldn’t be easy. But it would be worth it. He could restart his empire there, with his new allies at his side and new ways to keep everyone fed and happy.

It was a good idea. The rotters were his friends for now, but they would turn on the school soon enough if he couldn’t keep them fed. And as more kids left the school or got themselves killed, he was struggling more to feed the dead.

A knock on the door disturbed Ross from his plans. Feeling irritable, he swung his legs back off the tabletop.

“What do you want?” he snapped at the door, expecting Deborah to walk in. He didn’t even get a thrill at the thought of butting heads with her.

But it wasn’t Deborah. Danielle’s beautiful face appeared around the side of the door, one of her perfect eyebrows raised casually.

“Bad time?” she asked, a small smile playing on her lips. Ross sat up a little straighter, clearing his throat.

“Sorry…I was expecting Deborah.”

“Then I can hardly blame you for the tone. That woman could turn milk sour with that face of hers. If I thought I was about to see her I’d be grumpy too.”

Ross surprised himself by chuckling. Danielle clearly knew how to appeal to his good side. She slipped into the room, sitting down opposite Ross at the desk. Usually, he wouldn’t allow anyone to sit down without permission, but he was hardly about to turn her away. He relaxed into his chair a little, smirking at her.

“What brings you here, Danielle?”

“I guess I was bored,” she said, twirling a strand of her hair around her finger. “And I thought you might want to see me.”

Ross’ struggled to find a response. It had been a while since he put his flirting skills to the test, and it had been even longer since he had a shot at such a beautiful girl.

“Well, I’m not complaining, that’s for sure,” Ross said. “I’ve just been going over some plans for the future.”

“Oh yeah? Any of those plans include me?”

“Naturally,” Ross said smoothly, though admittedly, Danielle hadn’t really crossed his mind. But every king needed a queen, surely? If he was going to have a kingdom then he’d need someone at his side. And he certainly wasn’t about to make that person Deborah.

“Well, whatever you’ve got in mind, I want to be a part of it,” Danielle said. She leaned forward a little. Today, she was wearing a low cut top with her jeans, and Ross knew she was using it to her advantage. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, even though he knew it was crude to stare. She didn’t seem to mind.

“You say that now, but you don’t know what I want yet,” Ross said. Danielle cocked her head to the side.

“Then enlighten me. Where do I fit into your plans? What do you see for me and you in the future?”

Ross ran his tongue over his dry lips, wondering how many risks he was willing to take with Danielle. She was a forward girl, so he guessed he had to be just as daring to keep her on her toes. He too leaned forward, briefly thinking to himself that it was unfortunate that there was no male alternative for a low cut top and their swaying power.

“I have this vision. The farm…”

“You mean where you dumped Quinn?”

“Exactly. It’s pretty well fortified. They have livestock there, and fields for crops. I don’t know the first thing about farming, but I’d be willing to learn. All that land, all those resources…that’s what we’re missing.”

“I thought you liked it here.”

“I do. It’s been a good starting base. But the farm is better. And I want the best for my empire.” He paused, his eyes drawn once again to her chest. It was easier than looking in her alluring eyes. “And yours, if you want it.” 

Danielle’s lips twisted into a smile. “I can see myself in a crown. Do you think it would suit me?”

Ross could definitely see it too. It amazed him how clear his vision was becoming with Danielle’s arrival. Only minutes earlier, he’d been worrying about the power imbalance, scared that Deborah might tip the scales in her favor. But with Danielle here now, he felt he could achieve almost anything. Maybe they would be stronger together than Ross would be on his own.

“If you want a crown, then you shall have one,” Ross said. “But we’re a long way off yet. The farm is strong. They must be to have survived this long, to have put their reinforcements in place. If we’re going to take it all from them, we’ll need to understand them entirely.”

“You know what you need to do to make your plan work, don’t you?”

Ross furrowed his brow. “What’s that?”

“You need to cut off the fat. There’s a lot of dead weight around here, and I think you know it. These kids that you’re keeping around…remind me what you’re gaining from them?”

“Well…any kingdom needs its peasants,” Ross smirked. Danielle’s eyes sparkled with humor.

“Sure, if you want to be traditional. But you’ve got a chance to rewrite the rules. Why have peasants when you can have an army? You’ve got to be realistic. Feeding all those useless kids is going to be one hell of a task. Why not just leave them here to fend for themselves and start afresh with your best people? We can make the strongest army around. We can just keep taking more and more of the land, hand-picking the best people to survive with us. Food is scarce now. We don’t want to waste it on people with no potential, do we? I mean, you’ve spent this entire time feeding the kids here and what do you get in return?”

Ross frowned. “Their loyalty.”

“Hardly, babe. To them you’re playing mummy, making sure they’re all warm and going to bed with full tummies. I hate to say it, Ross, but what you’ve got here isn’t an empire. It’s a nursery.”

Rage swelled inside Ross, but he managed to bite his tongue. Danielle smiled, unaware of the fire burning inside him.

“But you can change that. I blame Deborah…she’s the one that’s led you astray. She’s been trying to soften you up. But I don’t think she gets you like I do, Ross. Right now you’re furious with me, but I know you won’t hurt me. Not when you know I’m right. Not when I can tell you want more from me.”

Ross’ cheeks turned hot. Perhaps he wasn’t as stealthy as he thought he was with his intentions. Danielle chuckled.

“Sorry. I can read you like a book. But don’t be shy. This is exactly why we’re so compatible. You need me at your side. I can help you reach your potential. I think we’d be a good team.”

Ross considered her for a moment. Would it be so bad to have someone by his side? And the more he thought about it, she was right. He’d been babying the kids at the school for far too long. They were starting to get ungrateful. Not to mention lazy. What did he stand to gain from them now?

Quinn, Tomas and Gus were gone. Their best fighters and the ones holding the school together. Ross could put his cronies to work, but he needed to offer them something to work towards. If he could persuade them to aim for his farm takeover plan, then maybe they would become the people he needed them to be.

“It could work. You and me,” Ross said slowly. “And I know that we can take the farm. We just have to prepare.”

“You know what else you’ll need, don’t you?” Danielle said, her lips parting into a cruel smile. Ross could feel himself growing giddy with anticipation.

“What?”

“You’re going to need guts. You’re going to have to slaughter anyone left alive on that farm,” she purred. “You’ll have to get your hands bloody.” She raised an eyebrow with a smirk. “No more throwing people you don’t like to the rotters. You’ll need to plunge the knife yourself. Feel the life leaving their bodies. Taste the fear in the air.”

Danielle stood and rounded the table as Ross held his breath. She slid herself onto his lap, her lips close to his ear. Ross let out an involuntary groan. Right now, Danielle had him wrapped around her little finger.

And she knew it.

“Do you have the guts for what needs to be done, Ross?” she whispered. “You said you’d make me your queen…would you kill for me? Would you clear the way for us?”

“Yes,” Ross murmured. “Yes, I would.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Danielle said, pulling back so her eyes could meet his. Then she kissed him hard. The kiss caught him off guard, but Ross gripped her waist, his fingers pressing into her skin hard enough to bruise. She didn’t seem to mind, kissing him with increased passion. Inside him, the need to hold her close battled his desire to hurt her. For the first time, that thought horrified him. But Danielle had no idea just how twisted his mind was. She kissed him like he deserved it, and so he chose to accept that he did. Lust won over his cruelty and he let go of her waist, his hands traveling to cup her face.

But she ended the kiss before things could go any further. She smiled down on him, a glint in her eyes as if she knew she was leaving him wanting more.

“Let’s plan some chaos, shall we?”

Ross smirked. It looked as though he had met his match after all.


Chapter Five

If trying to keep the barricades secured had been difficult, trying to get out of The Fortress seemed near impossible. Fletcher hadn’t realized the extent of the biters’ numbers; each corner they turned trying to get away from The Fortress was crammed with rotting, filthy creatures. And for every one they seemed to take out, ten more appeared to take their place, the horde seemingly multiplying. Their bodies funneled down the alley toward them, a steady, neverending onslaught. Fletcher couldn’t even see past the bodies to where the horde ended, to where safety laid in wait.

“This is impossible!” Patrick shouted over the snarling frenzy.

Fletcher couldn’t agree more. He could feel his arms tiring with the exertion of fighting off bodies that never tired. Sweat was beading on his brow, dripping down into his eyes as he forced his aching muscles to keep going, to stay alive. His grip on the javelin was like a vice, his fingers cramped and frozen into place. Beside him, Freddie wasn’t faring much better. She was using her crutches to hold back the biters before she could slice through them, and whilst she was a good fighter, Fletcher could see her struggling to put weight on her bad leg. If they continued to fight their way through like this, Fletcher wasn’t sure they would all make it out alive.

“There’s a fire escape up to the roof over there!” Henry shouted over the noise. He wiped blood from his glasses quickly before fending off another attack. “We can wait it out up there. Wait for the crazies to move on…”

“We’d get trapped up there!” Freddie called over her shoulder. She spun around to take out a biter who had broken away from the horde and was getting too close for comfort. The creature crumpled to the floor. “I think it’s a mistake…”

Patrick looked uncertain, his eyes meeting Fletcher’s as they weighed up their options. They didn’t have much time as the biters pushed forwards, hands outstretched. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but then what choice did they have?

A glance back at the fast-approaching biters sealed the group’s decision. Patrick nodded to Henry, who began to surge toward the ladder, urging Lily ahead of him. Lily hurried to the fire escape ladder, pulling herself up out of the alley. She climbed quickly, closely followed by Zoe, and then Henry as each of them scrambled to safety. Fletcher jabbed at the biters snapping at him with his javelin, stabbing through whatever flesh he could, barely looking to see whether he’d struck the right spot before he was fending off another attack. The monsters were relentless in their bloodlust, seemingly starved of fresh meat. Fletcher was nearest the ladder now, fighting tooth and nail against the creatures-

“Fletcher, go!” Patrick shouted with urgency.

Patrick stabbed a biter through its temple with his knife, burying the blade up to the hilt in its rotten flesh. As Patrick struggled to free his knife from the rotted flesh, Fletcher speared a last biter through the abdomen. He pushed it back into its fellows, clearing some space so that he could swing his foot onto the ladder. Fletcher pulled himself upwards, above the horde, aiming a kick at a biter whose mouth snapped at his ankle. Fletcher managed to cling onto the fire escape as his balance wobbled, but his javelin slipped from his hand-

“No!” Fletcher cried out.

Fletcher watched, his grip on the ladder frozen, as his weapon disappeared into the sea of the dead. It vanished quickly, trampled by the monsters it had protected him from.

“Fletcher, what are you doing?” Patrick shouted. He cast a look over his shoulder at Fletcher frozen in place. Patrick squirmed clumsily out of the way of a biter’s greedy clutches, pushing it’s sunken chest to keep it away.

“My javelin-” Fletcher started.

“Forget about it! Just keep climbing!”

It’s just a weapon, Fletcher told himself as he forced his shaking limbs to cooperate and continue climbing. It’s just a weapon…

But it was a weapon that had kept him safe since day one.

Fletcher felt achingly bare without the weight of his javelin. They each carried a handful of knives at all times, but every person had their own preferred weapon - Will had his mallet, Charlie had his baseball bat. The javelin was the first weapon Fletcher had chosen. He didn’t go anywhere without it.

And fighting with knives meant getting up even closer with the biters.

“Go!” Freddie shouted from the base of the ladder. Fletcher peered over his shoulder to watch her swing her crutches through the crowd to hold back the biters. She and Patrick were tied in battle against the biters, but Patrick was closest to the ladder. “Go Patrick! I’ll just slow you down!”

“Freddie-”

“Don’t argue with me!” Freddie smashed one of her crutches into a biter’s skull. It crumbled to the floor, trampled immediately by the creatures to which it belonged.

Patrick hesitated, and that was all it took for a biter to close its hand around his wrist. The biter raised Patrick’s hands to its lips, teeth gnashing-

“Patrick!” Fletcher cried out a warning at the same time as Patrick sliced through the biter’s throat. Dark blood poured from the wound, covering Patrick’s arm as he pushed the biter away in disgust. Free from its grasp, he scurried over to the fire escape, hauling himself up and away from the bloodthirsty creatures.

“Freddie, come on!” Patrick shouted down at her.

Throwing her crutches down, Freddie sprinted towards the ladder. Her face was contorted in pain with each step she took on her injured leg as she ran. Patrick threw out a hand for her to grab, pulling her clear up onto the fire escape ladder, before he scrambled upwards out of her way. Biters pressed in around Freddie as she hurried up the ladder after Patrick. She kicked out with her legs, batting them away as they reached for her feet, trying to climb with all the strength her injured leg could muster. The fire escape ladder gave a groan of resistance from the three bodies that clung to it, and Fletcher hurriedly hauled himself over the lip of the roof, hoping that Freddie could hold her own with her injury. She was a tough cookie, but even they crumbled under enough pressure.

Up on the roof, Fletcher took in their surroundings. Dark clouds of gray smoke billowed towards them from the amber glow of the blaze in the hotel. The fire must have taken hold, Fletcher realized with sickening dread. He thought of Will and Sadie, who’d gone in to extinguish it. Were they okay? Had they managed to get out of the building in time? Or had he sent his friends to their death sentence?

Another terrifying thought took hold as Fletcher understood the danger of their own situation, barely meters from where the fire raged. With no fire service, how long did they have before the entire town was engulfed in flames?

A loud bang interrupted Fletcher’s thoughts. His head whipped in the direction of a heavy, rusted metal door that gave the building access to the roof. It looked like it was stuck slightly ajar. Fletcher watched as two long, dirty fingers curled around the door-

No. Not more biters?

As Fletcher stood beside Zoe, the pair frozen in fear, Lily and Henry rushed over the door, which was starting to creak on its hinges. They grabbed whatever they could find on the roof - a rusted chair, a table, some broken railing, a ladder - and arranged the various items into a makeshift barricade against the door. Whilst the door looked like it was wedged into position, Fletcher didn’t doubt that enough weight behind it could force it open further than the two inches it seemed to be stuck at. And the last thing they needed was to be stuck on the roof with a bunch of biters.

“I don’t think it’s going to hold for very long,” Henry cried as a rather aggressive bang sent a shudder through the barricade. He quickly started to rearrange their defense, he and Lily rushing to secure it.

“What are we going to do?” Zoe asked shrilly, wringing her hands together in panic. “Don’t panic, don’t panic-”

Fletcher whipped his eyes around the roof, looking for any method of escape. Now that they were on the roof, they were - as Freddie had warned - quite literally trapped. His eyes settled on the ladder blocking the door shut - and an idea sprung to mind. It was mad, absolute insanity…but it might just work…

“That ladder, there,” Fletcher said, pointing at the barricade. “Yes! Does it extend?”

Henry inspected it. “Yes!”

Fletcher turned to scan the building opposite them across the alley. It was the same height as the one they were trapped on, and the distance didn’t look too far…could they make it?

“You’re not thinking…” Zoe trailed off in disbelief as she realized what Fletcher was suggesting.

“Have you got any other bright ideas?” Fletcher shot back dryly. He was met with silence, Zoe’s eyes wide as she tried to think of another way out. Patrick hauled himself over the lip of the roof, turning back to offer Freddie a hand. He pulled her up and they stumbled over to join Fletcher and Zoe.

“Do you think it’s long enough to reach between the buildings?” Henry called, cottoning on to Fletcher’s plan. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose as he studied the distance. Fletcher could almost see the cogs of his mind whirring together in curiosity.

“There’s only one way to find out,” Fletcher said simply.

Henry quickly freed the ladder from the jumbled barricade, hurrying it over to Fletcher as Lily secured the remaining defenses back in place. Fletcher and Patrick held the ladder upright as Henry unclipped the rusted bolts holding the ladder together.

“Do not try this at home, kids,” Patrick mumbled under his breath.

“Not the time, Patrick,” Zoe said nervously.

With a grating metallic shriek that had Fletcher’s hairs standing on end, Henry extended the ladder as far as it would go. As if in response, the hammering on the door to the roof became even more frantic. Henry cast a nervous glance at their makeshift barricade. The door jostled against the arrangement, but Lily did the best she could to stop it from opening any further. There was no telling just how many biters were waiting behind that door.

“I don’t like this,” Zoe stressed. “I don’t like this idea at all.”

The boys ignored her. Carefully, they carried the ladder over to the edge of the roof. Slowly, trying to keep it balanced, the three boys started to tip the ladder horizontally, feeding it through the air towards the rooftop of the opposite building. The metal was digging into Fletcher’s palms, and his biceps strained with the effort of keeping the ladder suspended in the air…But they couldn’t drop it, not when it seemed to be their only escape route.

“Easy now,” Patrick warned. “Thread the needle, thread the needle…”

Fletcher bit back a sarky response of annoyance, holding his breath in his lungs as they desperately tried to feed the ladder to the other side. With a groan that sent a shudder through Fletcher’s forearms, they let the ladder drop, balanced precariously between the rooftops.

It was either their bridge to safety, or a one-way ticket to certain death.

“Who’s the lightest?” Henry asked brightly.

To nobody’s surprise, everyone looked at Fletcher. He swallowed nervously.

“I guess this isn’t up for debate?” Fletcher asked, trying to sound jovial. “But I would like it to be known that I’m still carrying a little Christmas weight…”

“Maybe I should go first,” Patrick suggested quickly, stepping forward as if to protect Fletcher from being a guinea pig. Zoe glowered at him, but Patrick didn’t shy away.

“No, I’ll go,” Fletcher said firmly. Patrick looked like he was about to argue, but Fletcher had made up his mind. It wasn’t exactly a secret that Patrick could be clumsy. “It was my idea, I should be the one to test it out.”

“Are you sure?” Patrick asked, his brow furrowed. Fletcher nodded, but Zoe still didn’t look too impressed. She squeezed the top of his arm as he stepped nervously towards the edge of the roof.

“Good luck,” Henry said, patting Fletcher’s back. Fletcher lowered himself carefully onto the ladder. His heart was racing as he reached out and closed his hands around the cold metal rungs. Slowly, Fletched pulled his body forward, using his feet to push his body along the metal ladder.

And then Fletcher made the mistake of looking down.

The alley was full now. The biters had created a writhing mass of rotting, festering bodies. They were packed together so tightly that there was barely any room to move. There was certainly no ground that the group could have been able to hold in fighting them. Seeing that, Fletcher was glad that they hadn’t taken their chances fighting through the mass.

Not that dangling thirty feet above them like a tasty treat was a much better option.

Fletcher tore his eyes away from the biters underneath him. A few of the more curious creatures had turned their faces up as if to watch his slow shuffle between the buildings. Fletcher didn’t need that pressure. He could feel himself holding his breath, barely wanting to move to avoid attracting attention.

Don’t be stupid, he told himself, though his heart was hammering in his chest. They can’t hear you up here.

He quickly got into a rhythm on the ladder; shimmying his body slowly, then pushing against the rungs with the balls of his feet. He’d always been nimble, much more suited to gymnastics and dance than anything more cardio-heavy. It had always set him apart from the other boys, but he was grateful for that now. Fletcher winced whenever the ladder groaned. He had to fight the urge to close his eyes, wishing for it to be over.

“Keep going, Fletcher!” Patrick shouted encouragingly when Fletcher reached the midway point. Fletcher could tell that the ladder was less stable here; he could feel it dipping ever so slightly under his weight. He shuffled along the rungs more carefully now, scared that any imbalance would rock the ladder and send him flying. He took a deep breath, ignoring the creak of the ladder as he pulled himself forwards.

Carefully, his hands shaking, Fletcher eased his body weight off the metal ladder and onto the roof. Taking a large step back from the edge, he flashed the rest of the group a thumbs up, his heart still racing with fear. They were by no means safe yet.

“Take it slow,” he called. “Don’t rush it, but try not to stop. Oh, and don’t look down.”

Fletcher crouched to hold the metal ladder secure as Lily stepped forward to tackle the unstable bridge next. She made it across much quicker than Fletcher had, surprisingly nimble and co-ordinated in her movements. But one look at Lily’s face had told Fletcher that she hated every minute of being suspended between the buildings. Fletcher took her hand as soon as she was near enough, helping her across to steadier ground.

“You did really well,” he told her kindly, and she gave him a small smile.

“I was convinced I was going to fall,” she admitted nervously.

“Right in the middle?”

Lily nodded. “I swear I felt it bend.”

“Not much of a confidence boost, is it?” Fletcher remarked dryly as Freddie took to the ladder clumsily. After their fighting, she was struggling even more to put weight on her injured leg, and Fletcher could see her wince painfully as she lowered herself to her knees.

Slowly Freddie, Fletcher willed, his heart hammering as she pushed off with her good leg and brought the other one slowly up to meet it before pulling herself forward.

“She’s struggling, isn’t she?” Lily whispered, biting her lip.

Freddie’s foot on her bad leg slipped off the rung, and Fletcher watched in horror as her leg slipped through the gap. The ladder rocked dangerously as she lost her balance, but Freddie clung on tightly, trying to steady herself. Her jaw was locked as she gritted her teeth against the pain and fear. Fletcher tightened his hold on the ladder, willing it to stop rocking. Freddie waited for the ladder to steady before slowly inching her leg back up gingerly. Her face was red with the effort as she paused hesitantly.

“Pull yourself forward!” Fletcher shouted to her, hoping to spur her on. He didn’t want to rush her, but they had to keep moving to get everyone across. “Only use your good leg to push!”

Freddie nodded, taking a deep breath. Even from where he and Lily stood on the opposite roof, Fletcher could see her hands shaking as she reached forward. Fletcher was starting to think that this was a terrible idea. What had he been thinking?

But after a few tentative movements, Freddie was on her way again. It was slow progress - slower that Fletcher and Lily had been - and Fletcher watched her crawl along the ladder with baited breath. She held her injured leg out at an angle, barely trusting it to touch the metal as she used her more functional limbs to shimmy her body along.

“Careful, now,” Fletcher warned when Freddie was finally at the other side. “Don’t put any weight on that leg-”

He reached out to grab her hand, ready to catch her if she were to fall. Freddie screwed her face up in anticipation, before straightening her leg and launching herself from the ladder onto the roof. She wobbled unsteadily, and Fletcher put his arm around her, letting her take the weight off her leg.

“Thank you,” she managed to say, breathlessly.

“Maybe you should sit down,” Lily suggested kindly, peeling her away from Fletcher gently. “Take the weight off? It must be painful.”

Freddie nodded. She looked like she was going to be sick, and Fletcher didn’t feel much better himself. He thought getting across would be the worst part, but it was actually watching the others attempt the ladder that was even more terrifying. But still, he found that he couldn’t tear his eyes away as Zoe took to the ladder next, pulling her long hair back from her face in a ponytail. She was a handful of rungs away from reaching the other roof when the downpour started.

“As if this isn’t hard enough!” Zoe cried out miserably as the rain pelted them, making the metal ladder slick. Fletcher didn’t envy her position. It had been tricky before, knowing that any wrong foot would send you plummeting into the pit of biters waiting underneath. Now, the pressure was on again. He could see the way Zoe’s boots slid against the rungs, the way she was struggling to grip the ladder without her hands slipping. Rain crawled down the back of Fletcher’s neck as he forced his cold hands to keep hold of the ladder. With a loud squeak, Zoe gave a final push to the other side, letting Lily help her to her feet.

They were more than halfway there now. It was just Patrick and Henry left to go, and the barricade at the door seemed to be holding for now. Something like relief swelled in Fletcher’s chest.

Maybe, just maybe, this was working out after all.

And that was when a figure stepped out from the shadows on the other roof. Fletcher opened his mouth to shout a warning at Patrick and Henry when he recognised the figure’s face.

His stomach dropped when he saw Alby snake an arm around Henry’s neck and press a knife to his throat.


Chapter Six

Tomas was surrounded by people, and yet he had never felt so lonely. The farm was full of good people, but with everything going on, he was the least of their concerns. Ginge had come to check in on him a few times, which he appreciated, but mostly, he had stayed up in the attic, praying that Sam and Joe would make it home safe.

Even if Quinn hadn’t.

The guilt ate him up from the inside. He knew that if he had stayed with Quinn, he’d be dead too. He was no fighter, and if Quinn wasn’t able to fend off Ross’ cronies, he certainly wouldn’t have been able to. He knew that.

It was Gus he was having a hard time convincing.

And that was the worst thing. Gus was all he had left now, but he seemed intent on pushing him away, blaming him for everything that had gone wrong. Tomas understood why. It was easier to blame him than face up to what had happened. He wanted to match reason to something he hadn’t made sense of yet. But that didn’t make Tomas feel any better. It just reminded him that he was alone in this country, that everything he had been trying to build was gone now.

Tomas longed for home. He hated England and the cold weather all year around. He hated that his family were so far away and he had no idea what had happened to them. He hated that he could never speak his own language, that he had to try and catch up to the language of everyone around him. He felt like he was always two paces behind everyone else, trying to keep up in conversations that nobody else seemed to struggle to grasp. He had been so keen to come here, knowing he was lucky to get to study abroad for a while. But he was only meant to be away for a few weeks. Now, he’d been stuck here for months, cut off from everything he knew, forced to learn how to live in a country full of monsters.

Above all else, he wished he could hug his mom. He was a mama’s boy at heart, and he had never grown out of loving her affection for him. He wondered if she cried for him now, somewhere hundreds of miles away. He wondered every single day if she was safe, if they had even experienced the apocalypse in the same way overseas.

But thinking of her wasn’t helping matters. She wasn’t here now, and life on the farm was his new reality, whether he liked it or not. Tomas had to face up to Gus at some point and try to repair the thing between them. Gus might not want to see him, might not be in a place to fix things with him, but he had to try. Not only did Gus need Tomas, but Tomas needed him in return.

What else was there left?

The last Tomas had heard, Gus was out in the barns, hiding from the world. The last thing Tomas wanted to do was make the lonely walk across the farm to face him. If he turned him away, Tomas wasn’t sure he could take it.

But he had to try.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

He clambered down the attic ladder and saw Ginge passing through the downstairs corridor. She offered him a gentle smile, pity laced in her expression. Tomas knew that was the last thing Gus would appreciate, but he didn’t mind it so much. It made him feel as though someone actually cared about how he might be feeling. Quinn had been so much closer to Gus, but Tomas was the one bearing the brunt of what had happened to him.

“You okay, Tomas? I was going to come and check on you…”

“That’s okay. You don’t need to,” Tomas said, though he didn’t really mean it. “I was thinking I might try and speak to Gus.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“No…not really. But I’m worried for him.”

Ginge sighed. “I know what he’s feeling. I’ve lost a lot since this all began. My parents, my…friend. Gus is angry at the world right now. Sometimes people just need to be left to it, or they can never move past it.”

“I understand. But I can’t allow Gus to…I can’t find the word…”

“Self-destruct?”

Tomas clicked his fingers. “Yes. I don’t want him to be hurt.”

“I think that’s inevitable right now, Tomas.”

“Yes, maybe. But I can make sure he isn’t alone.”

Ginge placed a hand on Tomas’ shoulder. “You’re a good friend. No one would blame you for keeping your distance right now.”

“I might still regret it yet. But I want to help.”

Tomas headed for the door and pulled on his boots and scarf. As he crossed the farm, he saw the others going about their day, worried expressions everywhere he looked. They all had their own issues to worry about. They had their own battles to fight. That was the way of their world now. Tomas shrunk in on himself, hands deep in his pockets as he crossed the land. It was better to keep to himself for now. 

He could hear Gus’ sobs before he even opened the door to the barn. He opened it slowly, allowing Gus time to shout at him to leave. But he didn’t. He was sitting on the floor, his arms wrapped around his knees as he cried. He saw Tomas’ face and hid his own, ducking it into the shell he’d made for himself. Tomas approached cautiously.

“Angus…I know you don’t want to see me. But I can’t just leave you out here on your own.”

Gus didn’t respond. Tomas hesitated before sitting down on the ground beside him. He didn’t dare to touch Gus in case he lashed out. He was a coiled spring and Tomas didn’t want to do anything to set him off. So he just stayed close, listening to Gus sob quietly beside him. His own misery was all consuming and growing hungrier, but he didn’t want to feed the feeling inside him. He didn’t even know if he deserved to be unhappy. Gus had made him feel like he had no right to mourn Quinn, but Tomas cared too, more than he thought he would.

Gus murmured something and Tomas’ ears pricked up.

“What did you say?”

Gus lifted his head ever so slightly, his eyes red and raw.

“I said…thank you. For coming out here for me.” He paused, swallowing. “I know I don’t deserve that. Not after how I’ve treated you.”

“That’s not true. I know you only said harsh things because you’re in pain. And that is partly due to me.”

Gus didn’t seem to have the strength to reply, and the comment hung in the air, suffocating Tomas a little. He bowed his head. Gus hadn’t denied it. But he also hadn’t sent him away, and that had to be a good sign. It was a step in the right direction. The anger in Gus’ eyes seemed to have fizzled out. Maybe he just didn’t have the energy for it anymore.

“Angus…”

“Yeah?” Gus said, sniffing and wiping his face on the back of his hand. He looked younger with tears misting his eyes and his hollowed out cheeks. A shadow of the boy he’d been a week earlier. Tomas wasn’t sure he would ever find the old Gus again.

He wanted to tell Gus how Quinn had opened up to him. Quinn had never had the opportunity to express himself to Gus, to say where they stood with one another. Tomas felt unsure whether it was his place to tell Gus now. Would it just hurt him more?

But the weight of Quinn’s confession was something Tomas didn’t want to carry forever. Not because it was bad, but because it was meant to be shared. His love never belonged to Tomas. It was meant for Gus, and no matter how it would make him feel, he needed to know.

“I never got to spend much time with Quinn. He and I were not close in the same way. But he did tell me some things. About you. About how he felt.”

Gus raised his head slowly, eyes shining behind his curls.

“He did?”

“I…I would like to read between the lines of what he said. He told me that you were his family…but he never saw you as his brother. I don’t believe he meant the kind of family you already have. I think he meant the kind of family that you choose. I believe…I believe he found it hard to understand his feelings. It sounded as though he didn’t have much love in his life, and that complicated things for him. But the way he talked about it, I think I know. You were everything to him, Angus. I don’t know what that means to you now. Maybe you don’t want to hear it. But I think you knew anyway what you shared. You just never said out loud.”

Tomas didn’t get a response, so he turned to look at Gus. He had his knees tucked up to his chin and he was whimpering quietly, tears streaming down his cheeks. Gus made no effort to wipe them away, so Tomas gently blotted his face with his sleeve. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to make you cry.”

“No…I wanted to know. I wanted to hear it from someone. Even if I’ll never hear it from him,” Gus whispered. “Thank you for telling me. I’m not sure he ever would have told me that himself. I…I should have been the one to say something. I knew he struggled expressing himself. I guess I just got scared of what would happen if he didn’t feel the same way back. And now…now he’ll never know.”

Tomas squeezed Gus’ shoulder. “He knew. I promise, he knew.”

Jam and Ava sat on the deckchairs at the front of the house, both of them silent. Ava’s face still had a hopeful smile plastered to it, her neck craning as she looked out across the farm for Sam and Joe’s return. But the longer they waited, the more Jam’s heart sank to his stomach.

He knew he should at least try to look like he wasn’t nervous. If Sam was gone, then he was the de facto leader of their dwindling group - Ava and The Fox would look to him for answers. He had to admit that he sometimes appreciated the attention. It was nice to be relied on, and when Sam wasn’t around, Ava and The Fox tended to stick to him like glue. More than anything, it made him feel wanted, needed. The Fox might act like he had it all together, but he was just a kid at the end of the day. And Ava was too pure for the world she lived in. A sweet girl, if a little naive. When they looked at him, they saw someone a little older, a little wiser. That used to please him, back at the beginning.

But he wasn’t interested in any of that now. He just wanted his friend back. Joe, too. They’d seen far too much death recently. The events that had transpired since Christmas were enough to chill Jam to his bones. Quinn’s death was still so raw that the thought of losing two more people made his stomach clench with anxiety.

“I wonder where they’ve got to,” Ava said, her voice cheerful, as though their friends had simply gone out of sight for a few seconds. Jam had seen firsthand the mess they’d been in when he left them - surrounded by rotters and down to two men on their search for Quinn. Now, they knew where Quinn was, and it certainly wasn’t at the school. Tomas, Rori and Gus were burying his broken body in the garden at that very moment in a quiet ceremony that everyone would rather pretend wasn’t happening.

So where did that leave Joe and Sam?

Jam took a steadying breath. He knew Sam well enough to know that she was capable of handling herself under almost any circumstances. She had a way of remaining calm under pressure that he had always admired. It made him feel more sure of himself too when she was around. But without her around to anchor him, he felt like control and order was slipping through his fingers.

“If they don’t come back…”

“They will,” Ava said firmly. “We’re not out of luck yet.”

“I don’t think I believe in luck, Ava. A thousand rotters against one car and two kids. The odds are against them.”

“And luck will come around to make sure they’re okay,” Ava said with a wan smile. “We’ve had enough bad luck for one week.”

Jam wanted to shake Ava. It was a dumb thing to say, and she had to be aware of that. He thought she had more sense than that.

But as her words sank in, he began to understand why she had said them a little better. Something as abstract as luck was easier to bet on than the facts. If they faced reality head on, they’d lose hope. Jam sighed. Ava wasn’t stupid.

She was desperate.

He wished that he could pin his emotions on luck too, but anxiety continued to claw at him. He picked at the skin on his thumb, watching a bead of blood rise to the surface. He hadn’t picked at his skin in a long time until the last few days. When he was on the road with Sam and the others, he didn’t get as anxious, somehow. He’d always been prone to anxiety, as so many people his age were, but since the apocalypse had started, it had remained a constant, but leveled thrum beneath his skin, as in tune with his heartbeat as anything could be. It had stopped bothering him as much, probably because he got used to those days roaming in dangerous territory. Maybe Sam had been right all along.

Better the Devil you know.

But he also knew that Sam had played a huge part in his level of comfort. She was self-assured, never one to stumble, never one to lose her way or make mistakes. Then again, she’d been different since she’d been at the farm. Restless, more impulsive, desperate to keep some semblance of their old life. And that’s what worried him now. She’d been taken out of the environment where she thrived most, almost caged on the farm where it was clear she didn’t belong. A horrifying thought struck him. If she was still out there, still alive, would she choose not to come back? Would she be willing to leave him, Ava and The Fox to go back to the way things were?

Jam almost voiced his thoughts to Ava, but he didn’t want to scare her more. He’d already frightened himself; he didn’t want to drag her down too. But as they waited, the thought made roots. What would he do if Sam didn’t come back?

He’d never realized until now just how much he needed her.

Gus stood by the grave, staring at the upturned soil. He was trembling, his entire body taken over by grief. He felt it in every inch of him, a tangible pain that ran from his clenched fists to his curled toes. Most of the residents of the farm had gathered for Quinn’s funeral, despite the dismal weather. Cara was taking care of the kids inside while Jam and Ava kept watch for Sam and Joe’s return, but otherwise, it was a full turnout. Heidi and Rori’s usual cheeky smiles were replaced with solemn expressions and bowed heads. Cassie and Poppy held back tears, their fingers interlocked for comfort. Ginge, Eliza and Luke stood by respectfully, clearly uncomfortable, but still willing to be there to share in Gus’ pain.

And then there was Tomas, standing close to him with his big brown eyes heavy and full of sadness. But Gus knew that Tomas didn’t share half of what he was feeling. He was the only person in the world who cared for Quinn the way he had.

That was the worst part of it. There was no one out there rooting for Quinn, wondering if he was alive, hoping that he might be. Gus was the only one who woke up each morning and thought of Quinn first. He was the only one whose heart squeezed to the point of bursting knowing that he’d never see the light in Quinn’s eyes again. He didn’t even have a photograph of him to remember him by. And slowly, his beautiful face would slide from his memory, escaping him the way his life had.

The thought brought Gus to his knees on the wet grass. There was no air to breathe. He felt the ghost of a hand on his shoulder, but he was numb to it. He wasn’t ashamed to think to himself that he’d trade the lives of every single person gathered at the grave to have back the boy who was buried in it. Quinn was gone and he’d taken every ounce of joy from Gus with him. How much longer could he live this way? Some part of him wanted to claw through the dirt and just bury himself in Quinn’s resting place with him, piling earth on top of himself until it filled his eyes and mouth. At least suffocation would end his misery.
At least they’d be together again.

“Gus?”

Gus raised his head, realizing that someone had been trying to speak to him for some time. It had begun to rain and Heidi was looking down at him, her fringe plastered to her face.

“Do you want to say something, Gus?”

Not in front of all of you, Gus thought to himself. How could he ever let anyone know how deep his wounds ran, knowing they could never understand? He shook his head.

“Do you mind if I speak?” Tomas asked Gus gently. It was his hand resting on Gus’ shoulder. A wave of anger rushed through Gus, hot and cruel. Some part of his mind was still laying the blame on Tomas. But deep down, he knew that it wasn’t his fault. Quinn gave his life willingly for Tomas to get away. Because that was who he was as a person. He didn’t value his own life enough to try and save himself.

Gus stared up at Tomas, knowing that he was suffering enough as it was. He had enough guilt weighing on him without Gus adding to it. He placed his hand gently over Tomas’ own, pushing down his worst impulses.

“Go ahead.”

Tomas swallowed, facing the grave. His hand remained on Gus’ shoulder, almost as though to steady himself. He was shy at the best of times, so public speaking wasn’t something Gus imagined he did willingly. Especially not in a language that wasn’t his own. But Gus knew Tomas wasn’t thinking of himself. He was helping to voice everything Gus wanted to say, but couldn’t.

“Quinn was one in a million,” Tomas started. “I never met a man like him before. To those who didn’t know him, he could seem disinterested, cold, maybe even rude sometimes…but beneath all of that, he had a heart of pure gold. Life was not easy for him. He never had an easy ride. Never had anything handed to him, was never the first to be treated with respect, was never the first priority. But he should have been. He deserved it. And even though he suffered, he was never cruel in return. Nobody taught him how to love, but he did anyway. He loved quietly, but fiercely. Those who knew him best knew that.”

Gus stared at Tomas in disbelief. He had never realized just how much Tomas understood Quinn. Not many people did, after all. Only Gus had ever been allowed to get close. But hearing Tomas’ speech made Gus realize that he understood Quinn in a way that not many people could, especially when not many tried. They couldn’t be more different, and yet Tomas had been paying close attention all this time.

And it was this that made Gus realize that Tomas had only left Quinn behind because there was no other option. Tomas had known all along that Quinn wouldn’t have allowed things to be any different. It was one final blow to Gus’ heart. He couldn’t blame Tomas any longer.

And that meant he just had to accept what was in front of him.

Tomas lowered himself down to the grass beside Gus and took his hand. Gus gripped it back, holding on to him like a lifeline.

“Did I do okay?”  

Gus couldn’t speak, but he nodded fervently, his eyes swimming with tears. He pressed his forehead against Tomas’ shoulder, trying to hold it all in, but quiet sobs took over his body. He wanted to explain just how much he was hurting. He wanted to tell Tomas how endlessly sorry he was. He wanted to fix the unfixable. But Tomas gripped his hand until his knuckles turned pale.

“I understand. It’s okay,” he whispered. Rain lashed down on them both, but Tomas wasn’t going anywhere. And behind Gus, his new friends stood solemnly, lined up to say goodbye to a boy they barely knew. It touched Gus, somewhere deep down.

Perhaps he wasn’t as alone as he had thought.

It wasn’t until the rain began to fall harder that it got through to Gus, his bones crying out for warmth. The others still stood waiting for him, and he sensed that they wouldn’t leave until he did. He rose slowly, Tomas aiding him as though he was too weak to stand alone. Ginge had found a blanket from inside and she wrapped it gently around Gus’ shoulders.

“Let’s get you inside,” she said, her voice gentle and motherly. Gus’ teeth had begun to chatter, but he shook his head.

“I’m not ready yet.”

“You can come back out any time,” Cassie told him, the pounding of the rain drowning out her soft voice. “But you’ll freeze out here. It’s turning to sleet.”

“She’s right. And the last thing we need is more people getting sick. Especially with two of us still missing from the suicide mission,” Luke said. Heidi turned to glare at him.

“Really, Luke? You just had to get a jibe in, didn’t you? Do you really think this is the time?”

“It’s the perfect time. Let’s not forget why we’re here. Four people went out there to find Quinn and only two have returned. We know now what Ross is capable of. We should prepare for the worst,” Luke said sternly. “If they’re not back by tomorrow, we’ll be throwing another funeral in their honor.”

“Fuck you, man,” Gus said, but his heart wasn’t in it. Ginge gave him a sympathetic look and guided him away from the grave, away from Luke’s harsh words. He began to walk back to the house, leaving Quinn behind one final time.

He forced himself not to look back.


Chapter Seven

Joe was trembling as the girls tied him to a chair in a dark, smelly room. The journey had been a blur of fear for him as the four girls forcefully dragged him away from Sam, away from the safety of their partnership. He had tried to escape, but when one of the girls threatened to cave his skull in with her bat, he stopped struggling. He didn’t know how long he’d survive in the clutches of these girls, but he’d be no use with a broken skull.

Now, the girls were hooting and howling like animals as they tied his hands behind his back. They had stripped him of his jacket, leaving him shivering in just a t-shirt, but his palms were slick with sweat. How the hell had he managed to get stuck in such a terrible situation? He glanced between the four girls. They were strangers to him, but he knew he’d never be able to forget their faces. The platinum blonde with the dark roots. The wild-eyed girl with lips pumped full of filler. A hard-faced ginger girl with cropped hair. A pretty girl with a shaved head and tattoos crawling up her neck. He had no idea what they wanted with him or what might be about to happen, but it was enough to get his heart hammering against his chest.

As far as he could tell, he’d been dragged into an old, dank student house. The place had clearly been in disrepair for some time, as all student houses were long before the apocalypse began, but now it was worse. Cigarette butts littered the carpet and there were bottles of alcohol collecting dust on every visible surface.

“Anyone need a drink?” the blonde girl asked lazily. She appeared to be their leader. The ginger girl gave one last tug on the bindings on Joe’s wrists, confirming that they were tight enough.

“Obviously,” she said.

“Jess?”

“Hell yeah,” the girl with the big lips said, grinning. “Let’s get this party started.”

Joe glanced between all of the girls, anxiety bubbling in his chest. A party didn’t sound so bad, and yet he was sure that his idea of a party was very different to theirs. The blonde poured a clear liquid into a red plastic cup that had clearly been used more than once, humming to herself. None of them were paying Joe much attention, like he was a piece of the furniture and not a living human being. He wanted to say something, to try and reason with them, but fear lodged in his throat and kept him from saying anything at all.

Drinks were passed around and Joe licked at his dry lips instinctively, wishing he’d been able to drink more of the water back at the corner shop. The girl with the tattoos spotted him doing it and looked at the blonde girl.

“Grace? I think our guest is thirsty.”

“Is he now?” Grace said with a cruel smile. “Would you like a drink…what was your name again?”

“...Joe,” he rasped. “I don’t think-”

“Fetch Joe a drink, Ellen,” Grace said to the tattooed girl. “How rude of us not to include him.”

“Please, I just want to get back to my friend.”

“Forget her. We’re your friends now,” Grace said, smirking. “Open wide, Joey.”

Ellen handed Grace an overflowing cup and Grace began to slowly pour it over Joe’s face. He gasped as the liquid hit his lips. It was vodka. It splashed in his eyes and stung, making him wince and gag. The girls laughed at him and Joe prayed for the drink to empty so that he could breathe again. When the cup was empty, Grace crumpled it and tossed it into the corner of the room.

“Look at him, he’s peed himself,” Ellen cackled, pointing at the wet patch where the vodka had poured on Joe’s lap. Joe’s eyes stung with unshed tears. The whole thing was humiliating and terrifying. If this was just the start, how else would they try to make him suffer?

The girls sniggered and Joe kept his eyes trained on the floor. Instinct told him that if he was going to survive he couldn’t do anything to upset them further. He just had to pray that he could outlast anything they had in store for him. 

“Your friend is gone, Joe. It’s just you and us now,” Grace said, walking away to grab a drink for herself. “Luckily for you, we’re in a good mood. We won’t hurt you…too much. We just want to have some fun.”
“The last guy we saw didn’t get away so lucky,” Ellen said, her eyes gleaming. “Callie’s ex came around here right back at the start of the apocalypse…big mistake for him.”

“We keep him in the garden now,” Callie said smugly. “Look…you can see him out of the window.”

Joe’s head turned involuntarily. Through the murky window, he could see a human shaped figure straining toward the house, kept on a leash of some kind. He didn’t need to ask to know he had turned.

“Guys are jerks,” Callie said, spitting on the floor by Joe’s feet. “They all get what they deserve in the end.”

“But…but I haven’t done anything to you,” Joe pleaded. “I’m just some guy. You don’t need to take it all out on me.”

“You’re all the same,” Jess said, lighting a cigarette between her plumped lips. “Boys will be boys, after all. We don’t distinguish. Though you do seem like one of the better ones.”

“Better doesn’t mean good,” Grace said, her tone harsh. “But perhaps we’ll go easier on you. I guess we’ll see where the mood takes us.”

It was then that she drew a sharp knife from her pocket. Joe’s stomach lurched. Never before had he been threatened with a knife, and it felt worse than he could ever have imagined. Especially when the other girls took out matching weapons, all of them baring their teeth in sadistic smiles. Joe strained against his bindings.

“Please, girls…”

“Keep your mouth shut or we’ll cut your tongue out,” Callie said. “We’re just here to get drunk and have a good time. Right girls?”

The others whooped, raising their fists in the air. Grace stood up on a rickety old chair, raising her cup to the girls.

“And what do we sing when we’ve got a new plaything, girls?”

“Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!” they chorused. Joe’s stomach twisted. The song was about to take on a whole new meaning.

“There’s not a soul out there,” Grace cried.

“No one to hear my prayers,” the girls called back.

Joe stared in disbelief as the drunken girls broke into the chorus of the ABBA classic, their feet stomping as they danced around the room. If they weren’t so bloody crazy he might have thought affectionately of their girl bonding moment, like the hen parties he often used to see on their way to clubs. But those girls didn’t carry knives in place of beer bottles. Those girls wouldn’t have tied him to a chair.

How he longed for that sort of crazy.

Anything but this.

Sam blinked at the bright sunlight, fighting off the black stars that crowded her vision. It had been a while since she’d taken a solid punch to the nose, but it had really knocked her off her feet. And in the time that it had taken Sam to come around, Joe and the girls were long gone.

“Crazy bitches,” Sam muttered, sitting up and wiping her nose. Her hand came back bloodied and a shoot of pain ran up the bridge of her nose to her forehead. Sam swore again, balling her hands into fists.

She’d messed up. Again. It was her fault that she and Joe were out here at all. She didn’t even know if Cassie and Jam had made it back to the farm. But Joe was definitely her responsibility, and he’d been carted away by a group of strange girls.

Sam stumbled to her feet. She would just have to find him. There was no other alternative. She refused to leave him behind.

She looked around at the preserved houses on the street. Was it possible they were so quiet because no one living had remained there? It certainly didn’t seem like anyone was around. That would at least make it easier to determine which house the girls might’ve taken Joe to. She didn’t imagine they would have made it very far with him, though she had no concept of how much time had passed since the girl had punched her lights out. The sky was still light at least, and she didn’t think she had been out for too long. But the more time she wasted, the more likely it was that Joe was in serious trouble.

Trying to ignore the throbbing in her temple, she began to walk, finding her knife discarded a few feet away. The ground was icy and she didn’t dare run in case she hurt herself again and ended up leaving Joe to fend for himself. Her heart raced and she became frustrated with how slow she was moving. At this rate, she’d never find him.

She looked for signs of life in each house she passed. The area wasn’t bad by any means, but it was clear to her that there had once been students in the area. She guessed most of them had made a run for it when things went bad. But the four girls she’d faced off with seemed like they’d been a permanent fixture. Perhaps it had sent them mad, the four of them all alone in a town where resources were in short supply, as were humans. But she wasn’t about to make excuses for them. They were out to hurt her and Joe, and for that, she had to make them her enemy. It would be easier to deal with them if she thought of them that way.

Because there was no going back now. It was her against the four of them, assuming Joe was out for the count. And if that meant she had to resort to her darkest impulses, then so be it. She wasn’t leaving without Joe and she had a feeling things were about to get hairy.

It wasn’t long until she heard the distant cries of women’s voices. She strained her ears. It sounded like singing. She thought of the girls and how they’d seemed a little wild, drunk even. She wondered if they were throwing a sick little party for Joe’s benefit. Sam speeded up, taking a shortcut through some empty gardens and vaulting several fences. The singing seemed to get closer and closer until -

Sam jumped over the final fence and heard a snarl close to her. Too close. She turned and saw a male rotter tied to the fence, jaw snapping as he strained to get closer. Sam stopped in her tracks, the rotter mere inches away. Her determination to get to Joe had made her reckless. If she’d misstepped by a few centimeters more, she would’ve been bitten.

The singing was clearly in the house she had arrived at. Sam took a moment to catch her breath and to calm down, her eyes never leaving the rotter. Its body had been stripped of clothing, like it was an act of humiliation. The flesh on its body was slowly peeling away, but deliberate cuts had been made to the body too, presumably by the girls. Around the rotter’s neck was a dog collar, a leash attaching him to the fence. Sam swallowed. These girls clearly had no mercy at all. And if she left Joe in there for much longer, he would end up just like this poor sod, left to rot in the cold.

Sam crept closer to the house, peering up into the house. Through the dirty window, Sam could see Joe, terror-stricken and tied to a chair. Three of the girls were dancing around the kitchen, drinks in their hands, but the fourth stood in front of Joe, a knife wielded in her hand. She heard Joe cry out as she slowly, brutally dragged the blade down his chest, slicing his t-shirt open. Sam winced. At least he was alive. It seemed like the girls were keen to prolong his torture for their own entertainment. Sam had to consider that a good thing. It gave her time to turn the tables.

She glanced over her shoulder at the rotter. She almost wanted to put him out of his misery. He looked like he had been there for some time, and she felt horrified at what he must have been through before his death. But a plan was forming in her head, and she’d need him for it. She ducked lower and moved to check the back door. Quietly as she could, she tested the handle. The door was unlocked. Sam breathed a sigh of relief. Now all she had to do was hope that her plan would buy her enough time to save Joe.

She stayed low, terrified of being spotted through the window, but it was fortunate that the girls seemed lost in their own world, too drunk to consider the possibility that Sam would come back for Joe. She crossed the garden to the fence. The leash holding the rotter was dirty and covered in a layer of frost. It had begun to fray a little from where the rotter was straining against it day after day, but it was still strong enough to keep him in place. Sam began to unwind the end of it from the fence post. The frost bit at her uncovered fingers as she worked, but she persevered, digging her fingers into the center of the knots and unraveling them. It took some time, but there was no evidence that she’d been spotted by the time the leash came undone. She moved back toward the back door, tugging the leash to get the rotter to follow.

It began to walk.

Inside, the party raged, and Sam’s heart thundered in her chest. The rotter was eager, trying to close the distance between them, but Sam hurried to the door and opened it as quietly as she could, encouraging the dead man to follow her. He’d been waiting a long time to feed, but if he could just wait a few more moments, he would have the feast he wanted.

Inside the house smelled like stale smoke and damp. Sam had to watch her feet as she crept through the living area to the kitchen door, careful not to step on discarded beer cans and crisp packets. The girls were slobs as well as monsters, clearly. Sam held her breath as the rotter rounded the corner into the house, making a guttural groaning sound as it inched closer to the kitchen, to fresh meat.

Sam knew she would only have seconds to act. She needed the rotter to get in first, then she’d slip in and save Joe while the girls fought for their lives. She hoped it would be enough. She waited by the ajar door, one hand on the leash and the other on the doorknob. The rotter was heading right for her, but at the last moment, she pressed herself into the corner and opened the kitchen door, letting go of the leash and changing the rotter’s course.

The singing stopped as the girls let out horrified cries. Through the gap between the door and the doorframe, Sam saw them begin to scramble for their weapons, the rotter lurching forward with unexpected speed. Its hunger drove it straight for the nearest girl as the others backed away in terror.

But the girls weren’t fast enough. The ginger girl screamed as the rotter sank its teeth into her collar, decayed teeth lodging in her skin and bones. The other girls were frozen, screaming as it happened. Sam inched out from behind the door, pushing away her guilt. Now was her chance to strike.

Sam rushed into the room, ignoring the ginger girl’s blood curdling scream. She had to free Joe. But the blonde with the knife looked up, her eyes flashing with fury. She shoved her other friend aside and ran at Sam, raising her knife.

It all happened too fast. Sam knew in a flash what she had to do. She ducked the blow and dodged to the left. She saw a brief flash of Joe’s terrified face as she straightened up again, but there was no time to consider him. She swiveled, fist clenched around her knife. She grabbed the blonde girl by her t-shirt to bring her closer, then she thrust the weapon in her hand. She didn’t look to see where the blow would land, but instinctively, she knew.

Her knife plunged into the girl’s neck.


Chapter Eight

The war against the biters raged on.

Charlie had long since lost sight of Chrissie and Vic in the sea of undead faces. He hadn’t been able to search for them as the wave of biters crashed around them, relentless in their attack. Charlie had barely been able to keep himself alive, let alone look out for anyone else. He could only hope that the pair were standing their ground against the onslaught of rotting hands and foul, sour mouths.

He and Hunter had somehow managed to stick together, though Charlie thought that was more down to Hunter and sheer luck than anything tactical on his part. Charlie swung his baseball bat for what felt like the hundredth time, smashing it onto a biter’s head before turning to fend off another attack. His hands, clutched tightly around the handle of the bat, were shaking with fear. The biters were closing in. The small circle of safety that Charlie and Hunter had carved for themselves was constricting, the smell of death and decay choking them.

They were surrounded.

“Hunter!” Charlie shouted over the cacophony of hungry moans. He whipped his head from the pressing walls of the dead towards his friend. “Hunter-”

Charlie’s voice died in his throat as he turned to his friend. His eyes widened as he saw a dark crimson stain blossoming across Hunter’s ribs. It couldn’t be-

“No,” Charlie said weakly, his stomach dropping. His arm holding his baseball bat fell limp at his side. “No, no, no-”

“Charlie,” Hunter said hoarsely. Tears swam in Hunter’s eyes as he looked up from the bite wound to Charlier’s face in disbelief.

“You’re going to be okay,” Charlie found himself saying, though they both knew it was a lie. Succumbing to the virus was a death sentence like no other. “We’ll get you out of here; Patrick and Zoe will know what to do-”

Charlie was cut off as a strong hand clawed back the hood of his sweatshirt. Teeth gnashed hungrily in Charlie’s ear as he fought off the attacker blindly. In a daze, he cracked open the biter’s skull with his baseball bat, flicking away the residue of matted hair and blood. More biters pressed around them, so close that Charlie could see the drool on their lips, their lolling tongues, their sunken eye sockets. How were they going to fight their way through this?

“Come here,” Hunter said gruffly, pulling Charlie away from the attack.

“What are you doing?” Charlie asked as Hunter dropped to his knees in the alley. Had the virus already worked its way through Hunter’s body? Was he already turning? As if in response, Hunter slashed at a nearing biter with his sword, and the creature stumbled into its comrades behind, sending them clattering like dominos. In one smooth move, Hunter yanked Charlie off his feet and straightened up, swinging Charlie onto his shoulders like a child. From Hunter’s shoulders, Charlie sat above the crowd of biters jostling around them.

“I’m getting you out of here.”

“Hunter-”

“Don’t argue,” Hunter warned, wincing in pain. “I’m already dead anyway. And I won’t die in vain. Just hold on.”

There was little that Charlie could do to argue. So he took Hunter’s advice and clung to his shoulders as Hunter cut a path for them through the biters. The outstretched hands of the creatures ripped and tore at Hunter’s body as he pressed through the mass. Charlie struggled to keep his balance atop Hunter’s broad shoulders as the older boy stumbled when the biters hit their mark. Charlie could see the veins on Hunter’s neck bulging with the effort of not crying out in pain. Ignoring this latest attack, Hunter sliced through the biters in their way with his sword, sending flesh and gore flying.

But they were making slow progress. Biters were closing in on all sides of them, as if they could smell Hunter’s weakness. They formed a mob around the pair, and Hunter was losing space in which to wield his sword. He abandoned his efforts in trying to fight the biters off, and instead charged through the rolling sea of creatures as quickly as his long legs could carry them. Charlie watched in horror as countless sets of teeth dug into Hunter’s arms. As soon as Hunter managed to shake one biter off, there was another waiting to replace it. Like leeches, they latched onto him, snapping at his arms, legs and torso as Hunter pushed through them with as much strength as he could muster.

A vice-like grip closed around Charlie’s ankle, nearly sending him flying. Charlie clung to Hunter’s neck to steady himself as Hunter swiped at the offending biter, grabbing Charlie’s shins so that he wouldn’t fall. Heart racing, Charlie shifted his weight before smashing the creature in the face with his baseball bat for good measure.

“How are you doing up there?” Hunter asked through gritted teeth.

“I’m okay,” Charlie called down, prodding and poking at the biters that snapped at them with his baseball bat. Hunter may not be able to fight, but Charlie sure as hell was going to put up a good one for the both of them. “How are you doing?”

“I’m-” Hunter started, but he cut himself off with a yelp of pain. A biter had found its mark, and Hunter pulled it off him. But Charlie saw the flesh that hung from the biter’s lips, scarlet blood coating its teeth. Charlie couldn’t imagine the pain that Hunter was in to get him to safety. “Bastard biter,” Hunter cursed under his breath.

Charlie looked over the sea of heads, over the limp hair that clung to the scalps of the creatures. The edge of the swarm was in sight. Charlie twisted on Hunter’s shoulders, casting a last look around the horde desperately for signs of Chrissie or Vic. He thought he saw a flash of silver in the mob - could it be Vic’s hair? - but it vanished almost as quickly as Charlie had seen it. Had he been imagining things?

“Head to the left,” Charlie instructed, seeing that the way was clear of biters. He clung to Hunter’s shoulders as Hunter swerved to the left.

As they reached the edge of the swarm, Hunter let his sword fall to the floor with a clatter. He sagged to his knees weakly, and Charlie slid down from Hunter’s shoulders quickly. He scrambled upright, pulling himself out of the path of a biter that was dragging itself across the cobblestones in their direction. Out of pity, Charlie finished the creature off with a swing of his bat, turning to face his friend.

Hunter’s shirt was stained scarlet, blood pouring from deep gouges in his chest. Charlie swung at the monsters that clawed greedily at Hunter. He was now too weak to fight back. Hunter cried out as a biter sank its broken teeth into his neck, tearing at the exposed flesh.

“Haven’t you done enough?!” Charlie screamed at the monster. In a fit of rage, he lashed out at the biter, smashing its sunken face in with a feral cry of anger. “Leave him alone!”

But the fresh blood pouring from Hunter’s wounds was a call to prayer for the biters. Now even more riled, they surged forwards, almost ignoring Charlie in their macabre bloodlust.

And then Charlie understood. Hunter had never intended to make it past the swarm. He had only intended to get Charlie through to safety…and leave himself to their mercy.

Even if that meant being torn limb from limb.

“Charlie,” Hunter wheezed. Blood bubbled over his lips as his eyes pleaded words that he couldn’t manage to speak from his ruined throat. “Run.”

With the last of his strength, Hunter pushed Charlie away as the biters closed ranks around him. Charlie stumbled backwards, unable to take his eyes off Hunter as he vanished beneath the swarm of the undead. The biters descended, Hunter’s cries of pain muffled by their feeding as they tore into his flesh.

Bile rose in Charlie’s stomach as he fled from the scene. He tried to block out the image of Hunter succumbing not just to the virus, but to the violence of the creatures who carried it. Blindly, Charlie ran. He didn’t stop, not for the biters that crossed his path, or to tie the shoelace that whipped at his ankles. He didn’t stop to check where he was going. Charlie ran until his lungs burned for oxygen, until the stitch in his side felt like it had sliced him open. He ran through the town’s alleys until there were no more stray biters left to dodge, until the blood pounding in his ears was loud enough to drown out the haunting echo of Hunter’s cries. He didn’t know how he’d managed to keep hold of his baseball bat in the carnage, but it hung limply at his side.

When Charlie finally stopped for breath, he found himself at the clocktower in the town square. His eyes darted instinctively down the various dark alleys that spilled onto the square, checking for signs of movement, dead or alive. But the only biters left in the alleys were the weaker of their comrades; they lay sprawled, almost lifeless, on the ground, emaciated. Some twitched slightly at the sound of Charlie’s footsteps, and one even reared its sunken head, as if wondering whether to drag its torso in his direction to feed.

His legs were suddenly weak now that he’d stopped running. Charlie sank to his knees in the shadow of the tall, gothic clock tower. Tears fell freely down his face, his shoulders shuddering. Hunter had bared Charlie’s weight, but now Charlie had to shoulder the burden of losing him. Of knowing that he only lived because of Hunter’s sacrifice. He hoped that the fire at the hotel burned long enough to engulf the biters in its scalding tendrils, reducing the creatures that had taken Hunter to ash.

Rain mingled with the tears on Charlie’s face as the heavens opened above him. The rain came in sheets, icy fingers of water crawling down his back as it soaked through his clothes to his skin. Charlie watched the rain wash the blood from his hands - whether it was Hunter’s blood or that of the biters, he didn’t know. Charlie let the rain soak through his clothes until his skin was numb from the cold, until the sheets of water reduced to a steady drizzle. Rainwater trickled between the cobblestones, flooding the drains as Charlie got back to his feet. At The Fortress, they’d discussed an emergency meeting location should they ever become separated on evacuation. The shopping center was the furthest they ever ventured on supply runs, and it was large enough that they could avoid other survivors.

With a deep breath, Charlie dragged his feet in the direction of where he hoped he would find his friends waiting.

But the truth was, he’d never felt more alone in his life.

“You must take me with you,” Alby ordered, his eyes on Patrick. Alby was talking loud enough that his voice carried to the rest of the group huddled in the rain on the other side. Fletcher sensed that Alby was going for an air of authority, but there was a certain desperation in his voice.

What was Alby doing? Where had he been hiding?

Patrick put his hands up. He took a step towards Alby. “Alby-”

“I mean it!” Alby cried out, panicked. As if to prove a point, he pressed the blade harder against Henry’s skin. Henry let out a small cry of panic, and Fletcher could only imagine the fear that the poor boy was feeling.

“Okay, okay,” Patrick said slowly, his hands still raised. Fletcher could see the tension in Patrick’s shoulders as he tried to navigate the situation. They knew that Alby was unhinged, but they’d never seen him quite like this.

“Where has he been hiding?” Zoe hissed next to Fletcher. She looked furious.

“I don’t know,” Fletcher said. “And I have a feeling that we aren’t going to like what’s about to happen next, either.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen, Alby,” Patrick said evenly. “Henry is going to cross next, then me, then you-”

“No!” Alby took the knife from Henry’s throat and pointed it at Patrick. He smiled cruelly at Patrick. “You go first. And I go after you, and Henry here brings up the rear.”

“Alby, I-” Patrick started, trying to reason with him.

“Unless you want it to be just you and me who cross?” Alby spat, pressing the knife back against Henry’s throat. Fletcher could see Henry’s eyes widening behind his thick glasses. His chest was rising and falling with rapid breaths as Alby kept him locked in a tight grip.

“Don’t test me Patrick, you know what I’m capable of,” Alby warned. “We don’t have all day…” Alby looked back over his shoulder. “And I don’t think the rain is doing much to put out that fire now, is it?”

Alby was right. In the evening’s dying light, Fletcher could still make out the amber glow from the hotel, thick gray clouds of smoke wafting in their direction. The smell of smoke was heavy in the air, and worryingly, Fletcher felt that the fire was moving in their direction.

“Okay, I’m going, I’m going,” Patrick said, stepping backwards. With a regretful look in Henry’s direction, Patrick lowered himself cautiously down to the ladder. Fletcher felt Zoe deflate with relief next to him as Patrick slowly started to shuffle along the ladder.

“Why did he make Patrick go first?” Lily asked fretfully. She was wringing her hands together nervously, her eyes on Henry.

“Because he doesn’t trust Patrick not to pull something on him,” Fletcher said, watching Patrick slide slowly along the ladder in the pouring rain.

With a crash from the other roof, the barricade in front of the doors came tumbling down. The biters began to spill onto the roof. Snarling, teeth snapping, they stumbled toward the two boys, their calloused, rotten hands outstretched to claim their next meal. Henry cried out, locked in Alby’s arms. Alby took advantage of his upper hand and pushed Henry away from him, barrelling towards the ladder. He grasped the metal rungs in his wiry hands without a second glance back at Henry. Fletcher’s heart sank. He couldn’t say he was surprised by Alby’s actions. Determined to save his own skin, Fletcher thought bitterly, Whatever the cost to anyone else.

“This isn’t good, this isn’t good,” Freddie said uneasily, her arms crossed as they watched Alby start to scramble across the ladder in pursuit of Patrick, Henry left behind to fend for himself. Fletcher squinted through the rain to see Henry backing away from the approaching biters, his knife raised to defend. He seemed small in the rising sea of the dead. He slashed at the nearest biter, pushing its limp body into another and sending both creatures tumbling over the edge of the roof down to the alley below. Well, that was one way to do it, Fletcher thought grimly, before a loud metallic groan tore his attention away from Henry’s battle and to the escape at hand.

The ladder creaked under the weight of the two boys as Alby scrambled forwards in panic. Patrick, unaware up to now that he had company, glanced over his shoulder, eyes widening in surprise as he saw Alby close on his heels.

“Are you an idiot?!” Patrick roared back at Alby over the pounding rain. “You’ll get us both killed!”

As if in agreement, the ladder creaked again. It was starting to buckle in the middle under their combined weight. Fletcher could see the end of the ladder wobbling where it balanced precariously on their roof, and he gripped the rubber ends in a bid to secure it.

“Not if you hurry up!” Alby squeaked in panic.

Patrick was only a few rungs from clearing the gap over the alley, but Alby’s fast, erratic movements were closing the distance between the two boys. Fletcher didn’t doubt that Alby would clamber over Patrick - even use him as a leverage - if it meant him reaching safety. The ladder rocked again, and Fletcher felt his arms shake with the effort of holding it steady as it threatened to tip. Freddie appeared suddenly at his side, throwing her weight against the ladder too as the two boys clambered clumsily toward them. Fletcher couldn’t care less about Alby’s life, but Patrick…and Henry. Poor Henry, who was stranded, valiantly struggling to fight off the biters that had made it up to the roof. The ladder wouldn’t hold all three boys - another groan of resistance convinced Fletcher that it couldn’t even hold two. He glanced over at Henry, who had now backed up almost to the edge of the roof. Biters pressed around the poor boy, hands outstretched, teeth bared as Henry slashed at them with his knife…

The sole of Patrick’s boot squeaked against the ladder’s rungs as he struggled to hurry forwards. The rain was making the metal slippy; Fletcher himself was struggling to keep grip on the cool metal. Any wrong step would send both boys plummeting to the alley below.

“Patrick, hurry!” Fletcher warned, as he saw Freddie’s grip slipping. He clung on desperately, the metal digging into his palms as he forced himself to hold on. “We can’t hold this much longer!”

“I’m trying!” Patrick shouted back. He cursed as his left foot slid into the gap between the two rungs, but still he clung on as the ladder buckled. “The ladder’s too slippy!”

An ear-splitting scream of pain from the other roof cut through the noise. One of the biters had finally struck their mark, one of Henry’s ears dangling between its yellowed teeth. Weeping, blood gushing from his ruined ear socket, Henry crumpled to his knees in defeat, his screams piercing the air.

“Henry!” Lily’s cry echoed over the moaning cacophony of the biters. Fletcher was frozen, his hands still gripping the metal ladder as Lily sank to her knees too, screaming Henry’s name. Zoe was at Lily’s side immediately, holding the young girl to her as Lily covered her face with her hands.

Fletcher watched in horror as Henry scrambled away from the creature, cupping the side of his face. Blood dripped between Henry’s fingers as the biters descended upon him in a fresh frenzy of bloodlust. Fletcher forced himself to tear his eyes away, trying to block out Henry’s pained cries as he lost his battle against the dead.

Hearing the cry, Patrick had stilled on the ladder. He was watching Henry in a daze, barely acknowledging that Alby was but a handful of rungs away from him. Fletcher could see the way that the ladder was dipping dangerously low the closer that Alby got to Patrick-

“Patrick, move!” Zoe screeched.

Patrick’s head snapped towards them. Realizing how close Alby was, Patrick kicked out behind him with his foot, catching Alby’s fingers. Alby cried out.

“You bastard, you could have broken my fingers!” Alby howled accusingly.

“You’re going too fast!” Patrick shot back. “I told you, you’ll get us both killed!” Patrick used the few seconds of distraction to push further forward towards where Fletcher and the group were waiting for him. When he was near, Fletcher and Freddie let go of the ladder, flinging out hands to grab Patrick. They had just hauled him over the roof’s lip when the ladder slipped from its precarious balance. With a cry as the ladder began to fall, Alby reached out a hand desperately for Fletcher to grab-

It all happened so fast. One second, Fletcher felt his fingers close around Alby’s knuckles. The next, Fletcher was teetering dangerously over the edge of the roof as he clung on tightly to Alby’s hand, which was sweaty and slick in his own.

“Don’t you dare let go!” Alby snarled. But the strain in Fletcher’s shoulder was reaching breaking point.

If Fletcher didn’t let go of Alby, he was going to tumble down into the pit of biters with him.

“I’m sorry,” Fletcher said through gritted teeth as Alby’s fingers slipped through his.

Fletcher found that he couldn’t tear his eyes away from where Alby’s hand had been, clinging to his own. He couldn’t stop himself from watching Alby fall, as if in slow motion, to the ground, his arms windmilling desperately to find a hold that wasn’t there. He couldn’t look away from the fear in Alby’s eyes as he fell, couldn’t block out the scream or the snap of bones breaking as Alby’s body hit the cobblestones. He couldn’t block out the sound of the biters as they dug into their fresh feast, or Alby’s painful shrieks as he was devoured alive by the creatures.

Fletcher felt himself scramble back from the edge of the roof, his whole body shaking. He could still feel Alby’s hand in his, could still feel Alby’s weight dragging Fletcher down over the biters. It took a moment for Fletcher to realize there were hands on his shoulders, holding him protectively as he shook.

“You’re okay,” said Zoe’s voice soothing in his ear.

“We’ve got you, you’re okay,” added Patrick’s voice.

The pair of them were at his side, as they always had been. Their arms were wrapped around his shoulders, shielding Fletcher from the rain. Behind him, Fletcher could hear Lily’s cries, could hear her pain as she wailed for her friend. He could hear Freddie trying to soothe her, to keep her calm in her heartbreak.

“I killed him,” Fletcher heard himself stutter, “I killed Alby.”


Chapter Nine

By the time Danielle left Ross’ office, he felt dizzy with lust and wild with power. He hadn’t expected any of it that afternoon, and yet it had turned out better than he could ever have expected.

What thrilled him the most was that Danielle appeared to be all in with his plans to take over the farm. With her at his side, he had a new lease of life, a new drive to get things done. They’d talked for a couple of hours, trying to figure out how to bring it all to life, and their ideas were starting to come together.

They would wait for spring to strike. It would give the farm an opportunity to expand their defenses and return to tending the fields, priming the place for Ross to take over. Ross would examine them from afar and try to figure out the best plan of attack. Then, they’d steal everything they had built right from under their feet. They would do all the dirty work, and Ross would reap the rewards.

There was just one final issue to deal with.

Deborah.

She could threaten everything he had planned. Steal his ideas and lead the way in his place. And now that Ross had managed to make Danielle his, he couldn’t afford any embarrassments. She would need to be forced in line.

Or he would have to get rid of her.

He found that he didn’t really want to hurt her. Despite his impulses, Deborah was the only person who had been with him since the start. She had put faith in him when no one else had. The fact that she was turning on him now was an unwelcome surprise, a complete one-eighty on where they’d been before, but it was a betrayal all the same. He couldn’t afford to entertain that kind of behavior.

He had told Danielle to send Deborah in when she saw him. He would sit and wait for her. A true leader didn’t run around after his subjects. So he sat alone in the quiet office, his nerves buzzing from the direction the day had taken. With Danielle on his side, he’d never felt so powerful, so charged. The only thing that could make the day better was Deborah bowing down to him, accepting that she too belonged to him.

They would all belong to him in the end.

There was a knock at the door. Ross sat up a little straighter, a smile playing on his lips. He was ready to take Deborah down a peg or two.

“Come in.”

Deborah strode into the room and took a seat opposite Ross. She was sullen and quiet, like a naughty child, and Ross hadn’t even spoken yet. He laced his fingers together, staring her down.

“We haven’t been getting along very well lately, have we?” Ross said, his voice quiet and level. “Perhaps it’s my fault. I’m known to have a quick temper. But then I think to myself…why is that? And then I remember that you cross me on everything I ever do. That won’t stand anymore, Deborah. You chose to follow me, and you’ll follow me to the end, or I’ll have to do something about you.”

Deborah blinked slowly, seeming to barely register his threat. Her expression didn’t change at all. What the hell was wrong with her? Ross had always thought her an odd creature, but this was something else.

“Speak, woman. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Yes,” Deborah said robotically. “You’ll kill me if I don’t do what you tell me to. Though I’ve never once disobeyed your orders, Ross. I don’t know what more you want from me.”

“I want you to keep your opinions to yourself,” Ross hissed, his calm demeanor cracking. “I want you to just do what you’re told, and I want to know where your allegiances lie.”

“They have always been with you.”

“I don’t believe you,” Ross snapped. It felt good to finally air his true thoughts. “You almost let Quinn slip away from me.”

“I kept guard outside his room. That’s what you told me to do. I didn’t hear him escape. He begged for my help and I refused him.”

“You let him and Tomas go. You told them what happened to Gus.”

“I said nothing. I did nothing. And while we are on the subject, what did happen to Gus? According to you, you lost one another at the shopping center. Has the story changed?”

Ross wanted to slap her. No, worse than that. He wanted to claw at her. He wanted to rip her to shreds. The anger inside him was worse than it had ever been before. It was hungry and raw and unrelenting. It was harder these days to hold it back. He thought of Danielle, of the new beginning he had planned with her, trying to anchor himself back into the moment. He took a deep breath and stared at Deborah’s face. Stupid ugly bitch, he roared inside his mind. It made him feel a little better, like a child letting out a scream during a tantrum, red faced and fists clenched.

“Forget Gus. Forget Tomas and Quinn. One way or another, they’re not coming back here now,” Deborah said tightly. “If you are disappointed with my efforts lately, then I’ll step up my game. If that’s what you need, I’ll make it happen.”

Ross frowned. He had been expecting a lot more resistance from Deborah. That was her usual play, to try and undermine him and stand her ground. But Deborah looked tired today. Her short blonde hair was plastered to her face, dirty and limp. Her eyes had dulled to a murky blue color. Ross had no idea what she had to be tired about. Perhaps it was all of her open defiance catching up with her.

But who was he to argue if she said she was going to fall in line? Ross straightened his back.

“Well, that’s good to hear, Deborah. Because things are going to change around here. I have big plans. And if you want to come along for the ride, you’re going to need to buck up.”

“What plans? What are you talking about?”

Ross grinned. “You don’t need to know details for now. But let’s just say we’re not sticking around this dump. We’ll be upgrading soon enough. And when we do, I won’t be keeping unnecessary baggage around. So make yourself useful to me or you’ll be left behind. Got it?”

“Yes,” Deborah said, her face still stoic. Ross felt irritated by her apathy. He wanted to shake some sort of response out of her, but he couldn’t be bothered. He didn’t want an energy vampire like her ruining his perfect day. He dismissed her with a wave of his hand.

“You can go. Just get on with your work until I tell you otherwise. I’m sick of seeing your face every day. I’ll call for you if you’re needed.”

Ross was sure he saw a slight roll of Deborah’s eyes, but she got up and left without another word, closing the door behind her. Ross opted to push her out of sight and out of mind for now. He smiled to himself, laying out a map in front of him on the table. After Finn had tailed Tomas to the farm, he’d had him mark it out for him on the map in red pen. Now, he looked at the marker on the map, seeing his future laid out in front of him. He just had to get his act together, to figure out how he was going to take everything they had.

His mind got to work.


Chapter Ten

Patrick bumped Fletcher gently on the shoulder with his fist, making the younger boy jump. Fletcher’s nerves were already at breaking point as it was. They never switched off, not really, but they were hyper alert today. Fletcher felt like he was running on empty, but that somehow made him more jumpy.

“Are you okay?”

Fletcher considered the question. He wondered whether his friend knew that he’d just been replaying Alby’s final moments in his head - not for the first time. Still in a state of shock after the treacherous ladder incident, the group had scaled down another fire escape that had deposited them nearer the town square. They’d taken their chances fighting the small number of biters lingering in the alley, which seemed a small price to pay after seeing the horde by the barricades. The weary group were now almost at the shopping center. It felt like a lifetime ago to Fletcher when he and Patrick had last been there, before Christmas. He felt spent. The afternoon’s events were exhausting, and he was worried for the friends they’d been split from. For Charlie, for Will, for Sadie. Where were they now? Had they managed to escape too? In the chaos that had ensued, Fletcher hadn’t seen where the group defending the other barricade had got to. Fletcher couldn’t remember who had suggested having an evacuation point, but he was grateful for it. Everyone was heading in the same direction.

If they managed to make it out alive, said a niggling little voice in the back of Fletcher’s head. Fletcher ignored it. He refused to entertain the possibility that his friends wouldn’t turn up at the shopping center, sooner or later.

“You don’t have to answer that,” Patrick added gently when Fletcher struggled to find a response. “I get it. Things have been…heavy, to say the least. Even for apocalypse standards.”

“He’s really gone now, hasn’t he?” Fletcher asked. “Alby?”

Patrick nodded. “Yeah, he’s really gone this time.”

“Do you think he was behind all of that? All the biters swarming us?”

“If he wasn’t, then we had some terrible karma. Maybe we did something awful in a past life. Drowned a litter of kittens or something.” Patrick cut a glance at Fletcher, and Fletcher forced a small smile. “Okay, let’s not talk about something as morbid as drowning kittens.”

“I just can’t believe he would stick around…for what, to see us struggle?”

“That’s the sad thing about power,” Patrick sighed. “Having it - or lacking it - does mad things to people. He probably thought he could waltz back into The Fortress when we were panicking and save the day or something. But I guess even he couldn’t foresee a fire…or that we wouldn’t be able to handle the biters.”

“I don’t know why I tried to save him,” Fletcher said quietly.

“Up on the roof, when the ladder fell?”

Fletcher nodded. “It’s not like I wanted him to stick with us, or anything. He got Henry killed. He almost got you killed.”

“It’s because you’re a good person,” Patrick said. “You just thought about the right thing to do at the time, and you did it without thinking. But the sad thing is that, if you had held on…one of us would have had to do a not-so-right-thing to get rid of him. Sooner or later.”

“Something as bad as drowning kittens?” Fletcher tried half-heartedly.

Patrick grinned. “See, you’re getting it now.”

“I feel guilty for not being able to hold on,” Fletcher shook his head. “Stupid, isn’t it? When Alby didn’t even give Henry a second thought. He would’ve sacrificed us all to save himself.”

“I get it. Someone still died. You held his life in your hands for a moment…it would be stranger if you didn’t let that play on your mind. And I think it’s different…not wanting someone around, versus actually wishing them harm. Or wishing them dead. I don’t think any of us wanted Alby dead…we just didn’t want anything to do with him anymore. So yeah, that feeling isn’t going to pass. He was still a kid, at the end of the day. He was still alive.” Patrick paused. “We used to get that on the wards, sometimes. These really rude patients, who’d hurl insults at us. Really nasty, some of them. It made you not want to treat them…at times. But you’d do it anyway, day in and day out, because you have a duty of care to them.” Patrick paused. “It’s not quite the same, but my point is…you usually do the right thing because you’re a good person; not because someone deserves it.”

Fletcher let Patrick’s words settle. Would he feel better if he had managed to save Alby, and if Alby was with them now? Fletcher doubted it. Alby had proven that he couldn’t be trusted. And while their lives hung in such a precarious balance, Fletcher didn’t want to risk having someone with them who they couldn’t trust. But still, he couldn’t seem to ease the guilt that had knotted in his stomach.

“What do we do now?” Fletcher asked, keen to change the topic.

“We’ve only just got to the shopping center, Fletch-”

“I don’t mean now. I mean, when we’ve got everyone back together. Where do we go then?”

“I dunno, Fletcher.” Patrick sighed. “Do you have any suggestions?”

Fletcher looked down at his feet. “There is somewhere I want to go,” he admitted. “It’s not somewhere to stay, as such, not like The Fortress. I just…if we don’t have a plan anyway…I want to go home.”

At the word home, Fletcher found that he had a lump in his throat. Tears had sprung to his eyes at the admission, and he tried hard to blink them away. He hadn’t thought about home in a long time, hadn’t thought of the two-story house tucked away at the end of their little cul-de-sac. When he thought of it now, he still pictured summer evenings spent with Cassie, both zooming around the cul-de-sac on their bikes until their mum called them in for bedtime. Those memories were years gone now, but Fletcher wondered whether part of the reason he hadn’t pushed to go home before now was because he was scared of what the apocalypse had done to his family haven. In his head, in his memories, home could be however Fletcher remembered it; doors and windows flung open to welcome the summer breeze, or dressed up in festive fairy lights to celebrate Christmas. What if Fletcher returned home and realized that it was just a house, just bricks and mortar left to ruin like every other building in the apocalypse?

“We don’t have to stay there or anything,” Fletcher added quickly. “I just thought…I don’t know when I’ll get the chance to go. Who knows where we’ll end up next. And it just feels wrong, if I don’t get to say goodbye. Properly, I mean.”

Patrick glanced back over his shoulder, checking on the girls behind them. Freddie was a few steps ahead, limping gingerly without the support of her crutches. She was seemingly lost in her own thoughts - or maybe just willing herself through the pain. At the back of the group, Zoe was doing her best to console a tearful Lily. It was awful, what had happened to Henry. Nobody deserved to be alone in death, least of all someone as kind and pure-hearted as Henry.

Fletcher doubted any of the group cared where they were now. They were all consumed by their losses. But Fletcher hoped they might take him up on his idea.

“I’m sure they wouldn’t mind that,” Patrick said kindly. “And it sounds as good a plan as any to me. I don’t even know where to go next…but moving out of the town seems sensible to me.”

Fletcher nodded. Their set-up at The Fortress had been good, but Fletcher had to admit that it had felt suffocating at times, especially being behind barricades. And whilst their food had been in good supply, they hadn’t exactly been geared up for sustainability. Fletcher thought suddenly of his sister’s friend - Ginge, she’d always been one of Fletcher’s favorites - who lived on a farm. Maybe they ought to do something like that? Learn to live off the land, if they could? If only he knew where Ginge lived, he might consider going out looking for her.

“Do you think they’ve all made it?” Fletcher asked Patrick. “The others, I mean?”

They had tried - in vain - to contact their friends on their walkie-talkies, to let them know that they were safe. But it had been to no avail. Either the devices were out of range, or their friends no longer had theirs. Fletcher didn’t want to think of the latter option.

“They’re tough cookies,” Patrick said, as if convincing himself as well as Fletcher. The pair rounded the corner, the shopping center standing sentry in the darkened car park. It looked just as eerie and lifeless as the last time they had been there.

“Maybe they’re already waiting in here for us…” Patrick said hopefully as they signaled the girls to close ranks. But Fletcher saw the uncertainty in Patrick’s face, placed in the worried crease between his eyebrows. Trying to defend The Fortress had been one thing, but escaping it? That had been a completely different game.

Patrick led the way into the shopping center, their boots crunching over shards of broken glass from ransacked store windows. Fletcher flicked on his torch, letting the beams illuminate the abandoned arcade of shops. The torchlight caught on the ghostly white featureless face of a mannequin, and Fletcher shivered. He certainly didn’t fancy hunkering down in a store with any of those.

“Let’s find a shop to set up camp,” Patrick said in a low voice. “Get some rest whilst we wait for the others.”

“Maybe get changed…?” Zoe piped up. Patrick and Fletcher looked at her incredulously, but she folded her arms resolutely. “What? We’re in a shopping center! And quite frankly, we could all use a spruce up.”

“I’m in favor,” Freddie agreed, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “We’re all soaked through.”

“Maybe the distraction would do us some good,” Patrick relented. “We could maybe find some food too. But first,” he said, eyes darting about the arcade, “Let’s find somewhere we can call base. Maybe one of the shops that doesn’t look like it’s been through an apocalypse…oh wait…”

One of the few shops that remained unscathed was the bookstore. It looked as good a place as any to hunker down for some rest. As Fletcher stepped into the darkened store, the familiar scent of paper and print filled his nostrils. He felt a hush descend over him, as if he were stepping into a library. Fletcher had spent hours in this store with his sister Cassie, who could devour books at an alarming rate. Fletcher smiled to himself as he ran a hand over the spines of the books in the Fantasy section, remembering the book signing that Cassie had dragged him along to the year before, and the midnight book release that Cassie had begged their parents to let her go to (to no success, on account of it being a school night). This store had always been Cassie’s place in Fletcher’s mind; somewhere that enchanted his mature, sensible older sister long enough to lose herself in its stories, even if only for a short while.

Fletcher turned left from Fantasy into Non-Fiction, his boots sending up little clouds of dust from the carpeted floor. Copies of a new auto-biography were arranged in a display on a small trestle table, along with a new cookbook of recipes written by a famous television chef.

“Psst, Fletcher.”

Fletcher looked up from the display in the direction of Patrick’s voice and saw the older boy’s face peeping out at him from the shelf.

“Check this out,” Patrick said, “In this aisle here.”

Fletcher padded back through Non-Fiction and into Historical Fiction, where Patrick had been exploring. A table had been overturned and draped with a floral cloth, almost as if someone had tried to create a makeshift den.

“What is it?” Fletcher asked.

“Pop your head under and see.”

Fletcher eyed Patrick suspiciously, but crouched down to inspect the cover all the same. He drew the cloth back with his hand to reveal a small nook nestled between the bookshelves, only accessible through the den. A pile of blankets were arranged almost like a small nest. It looked to Fletcher as though someone had been hiding out in the bookstore. Colorful wrappers littered the space, as well as an empty water bottle, but anything of value had been used, or taken with its owner. But the question was, were they still hiding here? Would they be coming back?

A glance back at Patrick told Fletcher that his friend was pondering the same question. But the nook only looked big enough for one - not even two at a push. Patrick shrugged, giving Fletcher a look that said, what’s the worst that could happen?

“Do you think it’s safe?”

“Who knows,” Patrick sighed. “It was good enough for someone, though.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t look like they got eaten here, does it?” Fletcher mumbled, noting the distinct lack of gore. He caught Patrick’s eye and despite everything, both boys smiled.

“We should rest,” Fletcher said wearily. He ducked back under the table, leaning into the den to grab the blankets. He straightened to face Patrick, the blankets bundled into his arms. It wasn’t cold, but Fletcher felt that being wrapped in a blanket brought its own safety of sorts. “We can wait it out here for the night. If any of our friends are still alive…” Fletcher swallowed. “If any of our friends are still alive, that gives them time to find us.”

Will stirred.

His limbs felt as heavy as lead. The smell of smoke clung to the air, making Will cough. His ribs protested painfully, and that’s when Will realized that he seemed to be lying underneath something.

Disorientated, Will opened his eyes. A shiver of panic ran down his spine when he was met with darkness. He blinked, hoping that smoke or soot were blurring his vision. Will moved his hand in front of his face, and his knuckles grazed wood. Relief flooded through Will. He wasn’t blind; he was just stuck.

Will pressed his palms against the wood that was trapping him, pushing up with as much strength as his aching limbs would allow. The wood gave way easily above him - it was a door, Will recognised now, most likely blown off the wardrobe - and he breathed a sigh of relief as twilight flooded his vision.

Will frowned. How long had he been out for?

Sitting up, Will’s head span. Stars burst in his vision, and he was hit with a wave of dizziness. His fingers explored the back of his head gingerly, underneath his helmet, and they came away sticky with blood. Will wasn’t a medic, but he didn’t think that was a good sign.

“Sadie?” Will called out. His throat felt as rough as sandpaper. He licked his lips and immediately wished he didn’t when he tasted ash. “Sadie?”

Will looked at the furniture around him, which had been reduced to rubble. The room was a charred mess. Will had no idea what had caused the explosion. Here and there, flames still crackled around the ruined room, but much of the rubble - including the door that must have protected Will from most of the blast - was damp. Did it rain? Will wondered. He wasn’t convinced that the hotel’s sprinklers could have put out that fire on their own.

Gingerly, Will got slowly to his feet, testing out each of his aching limbs for signs of injury. His mouth watered as a sudden nausea washed over him. He retched, but there was nothing much in his stomach left to throw up. Will wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, taking deep breaths to steady himself. His eyes searched in the darkness for Sadie; for any movement. Will could hear the telltale background hum of the biters’ moans, but he had no concept of how far away they were, no concept of their numbers.

He had no idea whether his friends had managed to escape them.

“Sadie!” Will called out again, clambering out of the rubble.

A faint cry responded to his call. Will’s eyes squinted through the lingering smoke to find Sadie’s dark hair. Cautiously placing his feet, he picked his way over to Sadie. His boots crunched over the charred remains of furniture, and orange sparks hissed into the air.

“I’m coming!” Will called in reassurance, clambering clumsily over the obstacles in his path. “I’m coming for you, Sadie!”

When he reached her, he found Sadie buried beneath a chest of drawers. More rubble was piled on top of the piece of furniture, pinning her beneath it. Her freckled face was just visible beneath the detritus of the explosion, pale in the moonlight that was spilling through the blasted window. She looked as groggy as Will felt; as if she had only just regained consciousness too. Purple shadows ringed her brown eyes, which filled with relief when Will crouched down to her.

“Hey,” Will said gently, moving some of the rubble away from her face so that she could move. “How’s your head, are you hurt?”

Sadie shook her head, no. Her helmet had managed to stay on her head in the blast - it still looked goofily too big for her head. But it had served its purpose in protecting her, and Will was grateful she had insisted on it. Sadie’s twin plaits of dark hair poked out from under the helmet, making her look even more young and vulnerable than she was.

“The helmet did its job then,” Will said, smiling. He was trying to be calm for her; for both of them. She looked terrified, her eyes darting about nervously as she struggled to come around to reality.

“I think,” Sadie said, wincing as she tried to shift beneath the weight of the drawers. “I think I’m trapped under here. I…I don’t think I can feel my legs.”

The smile froze on Will’s face. He felt his heart sinking. How would they be able to escape if Sadie couldn’t walk? So much for trying to stay calm.

“Right,” Will said aloud, to himself as much to Sadie. “Let’s not panic yet. First things first, can you move your legs? Actually try?”

Sadie’s freckled face scrunched up in concentration. Will watched the chest of drawers attentively, and after a moment of anxiety-inducing waiting, he saw the furniture raise ever so slightly. And whilst he sighed with relief, he didn’t miss the pain that shot over Sadie’s face.

“Good! That definitely moved,” he told her reassuringly. “You’ve probably just been buried under it so long that you’ve got pins and needles or something. We’ll get you out in no time, I promise.”

“That really hurt,” Sadie winced through gritted teeth. “I don’t think I can push…” She scrunched her face up again. “My arms are pinned to my sides…Maybe you should just leave me.”

“I’m not leaving you here,” Will dismissed quickly. He knew it was panic talking; of being trapped, of not being able to move. “Stop being dramatic. I’m going to get you out. I’m not losing another best friend,” he said, repeating her own words back to her. Sadie smiled sadly, a tear tracking through the dark soot that had settled on her freckled cheeks.

It was like a problem solving game, trying to untangle and move all the pieces of rubble that entombed Sadie. And while he worked to free her, dark smoke from the few small fires that had survived curled into the air. The tendrils of smoke burned Will’s nostrils, stinging his raw throat. He stopped a few times to cough, the smoke making him splutter. Each cough sent a sharp pain through Will’s ribs, but he could worry about whether they were broken once he and Sadie were safe.

“Have we heard from the others?” Sadie asked as Will moved the last of the rubble from on top of the chest of drawers. He shook his head in response as he started working to free the drawers.

“Maybe we should let them know we’re alive.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

He’d been so preoccupied by their own situation, that he hadn’t really stopped to think about their friends. Things must have been bad at the barricades for them to abandon ship. To abandon the home that they had tried so hard to make for themselves the past few months. Will felt the worry engulfing him like smoke as he fished into his pocket for the walkie-talkie. He pulled it out, and saw that the device’s black plastic casing had cracked in the explosion. Heart sinking, he pressed the button and the speaker crackled feebly, before cutting out all together. Will jabbed his thumb on the button again, but the device stayed silent.

“Look,” Will said. There was nothing they could do. “Let’s just focus on getting ourselves out. We know where they’re headed. It’s not ideal to be out in the dark, but…”

“We don’t have much choice,” Sadie finished for him, nodding. She suddenly looked scared, her eyes glinting in the moonlight. “I can hear them, Will,” she said quietly. “It sounds like there’s so many of them.”

“I know, Sades,” Will said. He could hear them too, the haunting echo of biter moans drifting through the broken window. Will didn’t want to wonder how many of them there were, didn’t want to think about how they would possibly get through them. Will reached a hand out and brushed a strand of hair that escaped Sadie’s plaits behind her ear. “But it’s going to be okay. We’re together, we’ve got this.”

With a new sense of determination, Will ripped the drawers out from the chest. All that was left was the wooden frame, with Sadie still trapped beneath it. Will pushed his shoulder against the frame, digging his feet into the charred carpet as he tried to move the frame off her.

“Sadie, can you push at all?” Will asked through gritted teeth.

“I can try.”

“Okay…one, two, three.”

On three, Will pushed against the wooden frame with all the strength he could muster. Sadie let out a groan of pain as she pushed from underneath the heavy wood, and Will felt the frame shift ever so slightly.

“Yes!” He cried triumphantly. “Keep pushing Sades!”

Between the two of them, the pair of them grimacing, the chest of drawers finally shifted. Sadie scurried out from the rubble, wincing as she freed her left leg. Something in the explosion had sliced a deep gash through her shin, and her fatigues were sticky with scarlet blood.

“That doesn’t look good,” Sadie said. Kneeling down, she touched the broken skin gently, inspecting the wound. “It’s deep…” She flexed her foot slowly. “Nothing’s broken though.”

“What do you need?”

“Something to cover it,” Sadie said. She glanced around the ruined bedroom, and hobbled over to a pair of smoldering curtains. She stomped the fire out with her right foot, before reaching into her pocket for her knife and slicing off a strip of fabric. Wincing, she wrapped the strip of curtain around her shin, tying it tight at the back. She tested putting her weight on it.

“All good?”

“Never better,” Sadie said dryly.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Will said. The smoke was stinging his throat, and he was starting to feel claustrophobic. He put his arm out to Sadie, so that they could steady each other as they clambered over the blown apart furniture. As they picked their way over the rubble and out into the corridor, Will heard the tell-tale snarl of a biter. Through the smoke, he could see a figure lumbering towards them, arms outstretched toward the pair. Will took his mallet - how he’d managed to keep hold of his weapon in the explosion, he had no idea - and navigated his way over to the biter. He swung his mallet down onto the biter’s head, watching it crumple to the ground.

And then he had an idea.

A gory, sickening idea that he had never hoped to do again.

It was time for some guts.

Will grabbed the biter’s lapels, pulling the limp body over to him. He took the knife from his belt and, before he could change his mind, sliced open the biter’s chest.

“What are you doing?” Sadie asked.

Will glanced over his shoulder. “I hope you’ve got a strong stomach,” he said. “Because you aren’t going to like this.”

Will cracked open the biter’s ribcage, exposing the innards. He was grateful for the smell of smoke covering the biter stench as he dug in the biter’s chest, dark blood pouring over his hands. He wiped the blood over his own clothes, scooping out more and more of the blood until his fatigues were slick with it. He moved aside to let Sadie crouch down. She tentatively dipped her fingers in the biter’s blood, her face screwed up in disgust.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” Sadie moaned. She retched, and Will tried to block the sound out. He could feel his own stomach somersaulting with nausea too. He didn’t consider himself particularly squeamish, but his head was still spinning from being knocked unconscious.

“You have to,” Will urged. “Unless you have any other wise ideas?” He paused to let Sadie give a suggestion, but she was stumped too. “Look, I don’t like this either,” Will said, more gently. “But you can hear how many of them there are. We can’t fight them. We need to get out of here and meet our friends, if they’re waiting for us.”

Sadie nodded. Will wondered whether she felt as exposed as he did, without their friends or any way of contacting them. Would they still be waiting for him and Sadie? What if they had already moved on? Will couldn’t let himself think of that possibility. He couldn’t panic, not when they had to keep their heads for what was coming next.

When they were done, Will reached out and took Sadie’s hand in his. They might be covered in biter guts, alone in a town overrun by biters, but at least they were together.

And Will would do everything it took to keep them alive.

“We may be in an apocalypse, but they are creepy as hell.”

Patrick cringed, looking into the blank features of the mannequins on display in the middle of the store. Fletcher had to agree with Patrick’s sentiment. He’d seen more than his fair share of scary things today.

“Quit looking at them then, and pick something to wear,” Fletcher said.

Patrick tilted his head. “But I kind of want those pants…”

“You can’t pick something easy, can you?” Fletcher asked, shaking his head. “We have the entire store at our disposal, and you pick something off the mannequin?”

Patrick shot him a stung look. “But they’re bestsellers,” Patrick said, pointing knowingly at the sign.

Fletcher rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and you’re going to be a best-smeller if you don’t hurry up and change those clothes.”

“Witty,” Patrick commented, conceding defeat and abandoning the mannequin’s outfit. He followed Fletcher over to the clothes rails instead, flicking through the carefully-hung garments. “Really clever.”

Whilst Patrick and Fletcher had set up a makeshift camp in the bookstore, Zoe had taken Lily under her wing to find new clothes, hoping that it would go some way in cheering the poor girl up. The pair had returned in brighter spirits, sporting entirely new outfits and clean of the gore they’d been covered in when they arrived. Freddie had cleaned up her cargo jacket - which had belonged to her dad, she told Fletcher - and hung it to dry in the bookstore, and now she joined the boys in finding something clean to wear.

The trio riffled through the goods that the store had to offer, picking out the garments that they liked. It had been a while since Fletcher had thought about his appearance, and he longed for the clothes that he’d left back at the hotel. The clothes he’d been wearing that first day. The clothes that Cassie had picked out for him, that she had ironed to make sure he looked nice at school. The jeans had been getting too short for him the past few weeks, admittedly, but it was the only thing Fletcher had that had come from home. He opted for a t-shirt with a cool print and a checkered shirt to throw over the top, picking up a jumper for good measure. He figured that they could pick up coats on their way out.

Clutching their chosen trends, they each headed instinctively to the changing rooms at the very back of the store to clean up. But as they approached wearily, they could hear a very faint sound coming from behind one of the closed doors.

Fletcher looked at Patrick and Freddie, all three of them silently asking the same question, What now?

The three of them turned their heads toward the door of the changing room. Patrick put a finger to his lips for them to be quiet, before ushering them to follow him. Together, they crept silently towards the door, Fletcher slipping the knife carefully from his pocket into his palm. He raised the weapon in preparation, and could see Freddie doing the same behind him out of the corner of his eye. Patrick crouched down carefully to glance under the door. Apparently not seeing anything suspicious, Patrick straightened, his hand inching toward the changing room door handle-

Patrick swung the door open.

Fletcher lunged through the door, ready to attack the frightened face that was peering up at them. A frightened face that looked awfully familiar.

“Charlie!”

The knife fell from Fletcher’s hand as he sprung forwards to greet his friend. Charlie was curled up on the bench in the changing room, cradling his knees. His bloodied baseball bat was clutched tightly in his hands. Fletcher flung his arms around Charlie, tears springing to his eyes at the sight of his friend. He could barely believe he was alive. After a moment, Charlie let go of the bat and hugged Fletcher back. But Fletcher could feel Charlie’s body shaking slightly against his, and Charlie was still covered in biter blood.

At least, Fletcher hoped it was biter blood.

Fletcher stepped back so that Patrick could greet their friend. Patrick helped Charlie to his feet, pulling him into a hug and clapping him on the back.

“I am so happy to see you,” Patrick said.

“I’m glad to see you too,” Charlie mumbled, his voice hoarse.

Patrick pulled away from Charlie, taking in his appearance with concern.

“What happened?” he asked. His tone was gentle, but Fletcher could hear the note of urgency in his voice. “Are you alone? Where are the others?”

Charlie’s jaw tensed. Fletcher could see the strength it took for Charlie to open his mouth and utter the words, “No, it’s…it’s just me.”

“Hunter?” Freddie pressed, stepping into the changing room. Her dark eyebrows were knotted with worry as she met Charlie’s eyes. Charlie shook his head, his eyes swimming with tears as he held Freddie’s gaze.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “He saved my life…but the biters got to him first.”

Freddie’s shoulders sagged. She took a deep breath, her usually stoic, fierce face crumpling as the weight of the loss hit her. She hid her face in her hands, stepping back as she turned away from the boys.

“I’m sorry-” Charlie started.

He took a step towards her, reaching a hand out to comfort Freddie. But she jerked away from his touch, her shoulders and chest rising with rapid breaths as though she were trying to hold back tears. Without another word, she walked out of the changing room and started to leave the store.

“Freddie-” Charlie called after her retreating form.

“Not now, Charlie,” was Freddie’s choked reply.

Fletcher saw Charlie deflate next to him. He looked truly miserable. Worry was etched into the lines across his forehead as he watched Freddie disappear from the store. Charlie had grown closest to the couple, who had both been teaching him to control his demons. Demons that, Fletcher knew, grew in size and shape every day in the apocalypse.

“Should I go after her?” Charlie asked quietly.

Patrick shook his head. “She just found out her boyfriend is dead,” he said gently. “Give her time to digest; you can talk later. She wants to be on her own right now, or she wouldn’t have walked away. We have to respect that. But for now,” Patrick slung an arm around Charlie’s neck and pulled his friend close, planting a kiss on top of his head, “Boy, are we glad to see you.”

Charlie’s lips twitched in the ghost of a rather sad smile. He looked exhausted, but Fletcher could sense that Charlie was on edge. He chewed the inside of his cheek, gazing absently at the spot where Freddie had disappeared.

“What about Chrissie and Vic?” Fletcher asked. He knew that the answer - whatever it was - wouldn’t be good. But if Charlie could get it off his chest, maybe, just maybe, he’d share some of whatever guilt he seemed to be carrying.

Charlie shook his head, grief washing over his face. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his shoulders slouching miserably. “We were swarmed, and we got separated…then Hunter got bitten, and practically man-handled me through the horde to safety.” Charlie’s lower lip trembled. “He should have been the one to make it…”

“Don’t say that,” Patrick told him sternly. He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, forcing Charlie to look up at him. “You both deserved to make it. Hunter got unlucky. You can’t blame yourself for that.”

Charlie wiped the tears from his eyes, taking a deep breath. “I couldn’t see Vic or Chrissie,” he added. “Before Hunter and I left. There were so many biters…we just had to fight to stay alive.”

“I know.” Patrick put a comforting hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “And I know you feel guilty…but all we can do is wait and hope that they find their way here. You managed it by yourself. Let’s hope the odds are more in their favor.”

Charlie nodded, seemingly grateful. “What about everyone else?” he asked, looking between Patrick and Fletcher. “Zoe? Will? Sadie?”

“Zoe’s with us, she’s okay,” Fletcher said. “A little shaken I think, but who isn’t? We haven’t seen Will and Sadie yet.” Fletcher tried to ignore the flutter of nerves in his stomach when he thought of their two friends. He couldn’t imagine the thought of never seeing them again.

“We lost Henry,” Patrick added glumly. “The biters got him, there wasn’t anything we could do…and Alby is dead.”

Confusion clouded the sadness in Charlie’s expression. “Hang on,” Charlie said, his eyes scrutinizing Fletcher and Patrick as though he were being pranked. “Alby? He’s dead? How do you know? I thought he left?”

Fletcher sighed. He met Patrick’s eyes. “It’s one hell of a story,” Fletcher said, and Patrick nodded his agreement grimly.

“Involving a ladder…”

“And a thirty foot drop…”

“-fifty foot more like-”

“Wait,” Charlie interrupted his friends. “Can you start from the beginning please?”

“Come on,” Patrick said, patting Charlie on the back and ushering him out of the changing room. “Let’s tell you on the way back to the bookstore. That’s where we’re camping out. There’s a few people who’ll be glad to see your face.”


Chapter Eleven

“This is horrible,” Fletcher admitted.

He and Charlie were sitting on the pavement outside the shopping center, watching the deserted car park for any signs of life. For signs of them. Of Will and Sadie, of Chrissie and Vic. Hunter, Alby and Henry’s fates were already sealed and whilst Fletcher could see how heavily their loss weighed on the group - Charlie and Freddie in particular - at least they knew. All the waiting, the hoping, the anxiety of it all…it had Fletcher’s stomach in knots.

When he’d finally relaxed enough the night before to welcome some sleep, curled up under a blanket and surrounded by stories, Fletcher had convinced himself that their friends would be there when he woke up. He even half-believed that Will would wake him up, shaking his shoulders roughly or finding something noisy to wake him up with.

Getting up this morning to no sign of their friends, Fletcher had told himself that he’d been downright silly to expect them to be there. His friends knew better than to travel in the dark, they’d never risk themselves like that. They would arrive by the afternoon, he felt sure of it.

But now it was the afternoon.

And there was still no sign of his friends.

“What’s that expression,” Charlie said quietly. “A watched pot never boils?”

But for Fletcher, it somehow felt better to be ‘watching the pot’, so to speak. He and Charlie didn’t really need to be sitting outside in the cool winter sunlight - yesterday’s wet weather having blown over - but Fletcher liked knowing that when his friends turned up, he would be there to greet them.

When, not if, Fletcher thought.

“Do you want to go back inside?” Fletcher asked.

Charlie shook his head. “It’s creepy in there.”

Fletcher found that he had to agree with Charlie. Shopping centers were meant to be full of people - full of life. The arcades of the shopping center were meant to be packed with middle-aged mums pushing strollers, toddlers trailing behind them with sticky hands. They were meant to be filled with January sale shoppers looking for bargains. But instead, the stores were deserted, looted and devoid of life. The imposing building itself was silent, and their footsteps echoed eerily whenever they ventured out. Half of the shopping center was also in complete darkness, the overhead lights finally packed in. Fletcher shuddered. He hated the thought of what could be lurking in wait in that darkness.

He was glad that they had chosen the bookstore to call their temporary home. Bookstores were meant to be quiet; and it wasn’t a suffocating silence so much as a comfortable quiet. Fletcher was starting to see why Cassie had liked bookstores so much. He had found comfort in the quiet solace of the shop after the previous days’ traumatic events. And whilst Fletcher rarely slept soundly any more, he had slept dreamlessly, cocooned in a blanket.

“What’s the opposite of claustrophobia?” Charlie asked.

“Agoraphobia?”

“Yeah, that.” Charlie kicked at the pavement absent-mindedly. “Maybe that’s why I don’t like being in the shopping center.”

“But agoraphobia is a fear of open spaces,” Fletcher said. “Like fields and parks.”

Charlie snorted. “I’m not scared of fields.”

“You’re just plain old claustrophobic if you don’t like it in there,” Fletcher told him. “I know it feels big, but it’s not really.”

“It just feels…”

“Suffocating?”

Charlie nodded. “Being behind walls all the time. I know it keeps us safe, but…I’m tired of feeling cooped up, you know what I mean?”

Fletcher nodded. “Cassie used to get really grouchy if we spent all day in the house. It was the only time she ever really had a tantrum. I was terrible, but she was always so…steady. Except when we spent the entire day at home. She’d go stir crazy.” He paused. “It’s different, I think, when you choose to be cooped up. When you choose to spend a rainy day inside, it doesn’t feel so suffocating.”

“But we don’t really have a choice,” Charlie finished glumly. “I just feel sometimes…I just want to be able to go for a walk, you know? And not worry that I’m going to have to bash a biter’s head in, or that I have to pick up some supplies. And let’s be honest, it kept us safe, but The Fortress wasn’t the nicest of places to live.”

“It was a little…regimented,” Fletcher agreed.

“Uninspiring,” Charlie added.

“Well, we aren’t going back there again, are we?”

“I guess not, no.”

There was a pause in conversation. The pair turned their attention again to the empty car park. The sun was starting to sink into the horizon, painting the clear sky a burnt orange. Golden light illuminated the car park, where abandoned vehicles had been long since left by their owners. Cars were jostled around the car park exit, bumper to bumper in what must have been a mad rush to escape. Fletcher couldn’t imagine the chaos that must have unfolded here the day that the apocalypse began.

“How are you doing?” Fletcher asked gently. “With Hunter…”

“He didn’t deserve that,” Charlie said. “He was…you know, he was one of the best of us. He was always looking out for everyone. He protected us all, at one point or another. And if anyone thinks that he didn’t, they just didn’t notice it.” Charlie’s shoulders drooped sadly. “And he did that right up until he died, you know? He didn’t waste a moment thinking about himself after he’d been bitten. Hunter just thought about using that to get me out of there safely. He didn’t think about himself, not once.”

“He was one of the best,” Fletcher agreed. “He just made everyone feel so…safe.”

Charlie nodded. “I’m really going to miss him,” he said in a quiet voice. His shoulders shook as he started to cry, letting out some of the grief and hurt that he was carrying around with him. “And I don’t even know what happened to Chrissie and Vic,” Charlie carried on, sniffling. “You know how awful that feels? I feel like I just abandoned them, to save my own skin. I should have gone back for them-”

“Charlie, it’s not your fault,” Fletcher said. “What happened back there…it was unprecedented. It was self-preservation - truly. I think we all felt that.” Fletcher paused. “I think…that’s the first time we’ve had to accept that we can’t always protect each other. That sometimes we do have to look after ourselves.” He swallowed, still feeling the ghost of Alby’s hand in his before he had fallen.

“I didn’t stay to try and save them. And I don’t even know if they were still alive to be saved.”

“Still alive?” said a familiar male voice from behind them. “Not talking about me, are you?”

Fletcher’s breath caught in his throat as he turned to see Will grinning down at him. He leapt to his feet and hugged his friend. Fletcher didn’t even care that his new clothes were now covered in gore from Will’s rotter stained outfit. Behind him, Sadie was smiling wearily, her weight rested on one leg as though she was hurt. But they’d made it. Only just, but they had.

That had to count for something.


Chapter Twelve

A scream caught in Joe’s throat as he watched the knife drive into Grace’s neck. Her eyes went wide in shock, and then she began to make a terrible gagging noise. Blood splattered on her lips, pushing itself up from her throat. She coughed again and Joe felt the warm liquid sprinkle on his face. All he could do was watch in horror as the other girls screamed and tried to catch her body as she fell to the ground.

With the girls distracted, Sam wasted no time in running to Joe and untying his hands. But escape was the last thing on Joe’s mind as he watched Grace dying on the floor, her friends wailing her name and trying to stop the blood from leaving her body. Joe knew that with a wound like that, there was no saving her now. Meanwhile, the rotter from outside was tearing chunks out of Callie, a sick kind of revenge for his own death.

“Get up,” Sam hissed, grabbing Joe by his ripped t-shirt and pulling him along with her. It was like his legs had forgotten how to work and he stumbled around like a baby giraffe for a few moments before getting into the rhythm. He ran blindly, guided by Sam’s grip on him. He only knew he was outside when the cold hit his bare arms. Sam didn’t let up, guiding them through the streets as fast as she could. Joe’s lungs burned, but he didn’t dare slow down, even as they left the housing estate and the main road came into view.

Joe felt sick from running and from fear. Even as they got further from the house and closer to safety, Joe’s terror didn’t let up. He didn’t know what was worse - the fear he felt from the girls, or the horror of watching Sam stab one of them in the neck.

His vision was blurred, like he was running through a dream. But the icy cold air stinging his sliced chest kept bringing him back to the present. Sam glanced back over her shoulder, not meeting Joe’s eye, and began to slow down finally.

“I think we’re far away enough now. They won’t be following us. We should conserve energy in case we come across more trouble. Can’t be too careful.”

Joe’s lungs struggled to find air, and the anxiety only constricted his lungs even more. How could Sam be so calm after what she had done? He couldn’t just leave the subject unapproached. There was blood all over her hands, all over his body. There was no getting around it.

“Sam…”

“Less talking, more walking, Joe. We need to get out of here.”

“We need to talk about what just happened.”
“No we don’t.”

Joe desperately tried to keep pace with Sam as they continued down the road. They weren’t too far from the farm now, and in any other circumstances, Joe would be happy about that. But now, knowing that those crazy girls lived not so far away, he didn’t think he would get a good night’s sleep ever again. What if they decided to venture a few miles up the road, to try and get their revenge? He recalled everything they’d done to him - from waterboarding him with vodka to burning his arms with cigarette butts, to finally slicing his chest open like a cut of meat. They terrified him to his core. But what was worse - their near proximity or knowing he was walking side by side with a killer?

His stomach was churning with anxiety, still unable to believe what had just happened. He had been terrified for his life.

But he had never expected Sam to take someone else’s.

“Sam…”

“I swear to God, Joe, just leave it alone. You’re lucky I got you out of there in one piece.”

“You shouldn’t have done it.”

“What did you expect? You thought I was just going to leave you there to die? Those girls were deranged, Joe. Who knows what would’ve happened if I hadn’t stepped in?”

“But she’s…she’s…”

“Yes, she’s dead, Joe. And you would’ve been too if I hadn’t been there to save you.”

“We don’t know that…they were weird, but maybe they were just messing around…they’d had a lot to drink.”

“Grow up, Joe,” Sam snapped, stopping in her tracks. “I don’t think you realize the world we live in now. We were shot at yesterday. Those girls carved your chest up with a knife. They were only just getting started. Is that not enough for you to see what we’re dealing with now? Not everyone is like your friends at the farm. Not everyone stays sane in a world like this. We can only control the moment we’re in, and I didn’t want to leave you there.”

“Why?”

“Because believe it or not, Joe, I’m not completely immune to emotion. I care, alright? And you said it yourself. I’m loyal to boot. I’d do anything for my friends. You were wrong about one thing, though. I decided to trust you right away. Back on the farm, when you came to find me in the woods that first day, I knew you’d have my back, and I’d have yours. I know a good person when I see one. I just choose not to get attached because then you end up doing things you shouldn’t.”

“Like killing someone?”

“I guess that’s what it came down to, yeah. I did what needed to be done.”

“But killing someone…it’s wrong.”

“Of course it is. But I don’t regret it. Don’t make me change my mind by being ungrateful.”

“You know that’s not what I mean. I…I’m glad you saved me. But I just…I can’t get past what I saw…”

“Well I hope you will eventually, because I’m the one who has to carry what I did with me, not you. Think of it that way. I did what I thought was right. The blame isn’t on you.”

Joe was breathless, trying to think of a response, but he kept coming back to what Sam had done. He could still see the knife sticking out of Grace’s neck, blood gurgling in her throat, her eyes wide and afraid. That was hard to stomach, even after everything she’d done to him.

And Sam hadn’t hesitated for even a moment. She killed a person without blinking an eye. And now she was walking away as though nothing had happened, hands steady, chin high. Sticky blood clung to her hand, droplets falling on the frozen ground as she faced off with him.

“In the wild, a pack of wolves doesn’t hesitate to tear those apart that threaten them,” Sam said gently. “And you might see me as a lone wolf, but I care about people. My people. I made a choice. I had to. It was us or them. You think they would’ve made it out here much longer? They were drunk and reckless. Their first thought was to hurt you. For fun. My first thought was to save you. Do you see where the line is, Joe? Violence was my last resort, but I know I did the right thing. I wasn’t ever going to leave you there.”

Joe’s throat was tight. He didn’t know how to respond now. It wasn’t that he didn’t see where Sam was coming from. It was just that he had no idea how she found it in herself to do something so awful. He could barely even face the rotters. His hands had trembled when he held an unloaded gun. If the tables had been turned, would he have had the guts to save Sam?

Sam reached out and gripped Joe’s arms.

“Don’t give it another thought. We can’t go back. Only forward. Don’t you want to go home?”

“I…of course I do.”

“So let’s go. It’s getting colder, and your jacket is long gone.”

Sam began to walk again, turning her back on Joe. He blinked several times, watching her go. He’d never known someone so sure of themself, so committed to their own actions. He admired her, but it scared him too. He had thought that they were alike, but he wasn’t so sure now.

It wasn’t the time to dwell on it. They weren’t out of the woods yet. Joe took a deep breath and jogged to catch up with Sam, falling back in step with her. They walked in silence for a few minutes, his mind racing as fast as his heart. After a moment, he cleared his throat.

“You could’ve made it back alone. Probably easier without me.”

Sam didn’t respond for a moment. Then she sighed a little.

“Maybe. But I didn’t want to. Take from that what you will.” She paused. “When we get back…what are you going to tell the others?”

Joe glanced over at Sam and saw a little fear in her eyes. He understood why. It was one thing making him understand what she had done - his life had depended on it. But not everyone at the farm might be so understanding.

Perhaps Sam wasn’t quite as sure of herself as Joe had thought.

“We had a run in with some drunk girls. They attacked us, but we ran away. It was a lucky escape,” Joe said gently. Sam’s face softened.

“Thank you.”

“It’s alright,” Joe said. His mind wandered back to the night at the supermarket with Eliza and Luke. The night that had left Luke with a limp and Joe with mental scars. The Piggy Man’s face had haunted him ever since, the memory still fresh enough to send a tremor down his spine. He was starting to collect bad experiences whether he liked it or not.

“You’re in safe hands,” Joe told Sam, “I’m good at keeping secrets.”

Jam stepped outside for the third time that evening, looking wistfully over the rolling fields for signs of Sam’s return. At this point, he knew it was starting to look pretty unlikely that they’d make it back. They had a car, and the drive was only supposed to be an hour round trip. If they’d made it to the school, then was it possible they’d been caught? Jam dreaded to think about what that could mean for Sam and Joe. He’d seen what Ross had done to Quinn before he turned. Were they about to get another delivery from Ross? Two more walking corpses to bury?

Ginge and Luke were on watch, both of them opting to stand rather than sit on the damp deckchairs. Luke was leaning on his good leg, too stubborn to find somewhere to perch. There was a nervous energy in the air, both of them clutching weapons and choosing not to talk to one another. Luke glanced at Jam with a scowl as he appeared.

“You don’t need to keep coming out here every ten seconds. Don’t you think we’d let you know if they were back?”

“Sorry,” Jam muttered, shrugging his shoulders up to his ears. “I just feel better when I’m keeping watch. Makes me feel useful.”

“Well, there’s no harm in that, is there?” Ginge said with a sharp look at Luke. “Come join us if you want.”

Jam stood in the gap between Ginge and Luke, comforted by their shared burden. Ginge patted Jam’s gloved hand.

“I suppose you’re anxious to see Sam, aren’t you?”

Jam nodded, drooping a little. “She’s kind of the glue that holds us all together…at least, she holds me together, no doubt about it.”

Ginge nodded with a small smile. “Yeah, I get it. If we haven’t got each other, then what have we got these days?”

Jam turned to his right. “Are you close with Joe, Luke?”

“No,” Luke said quickly, but his face told another story. He sighed, looking out over the land. “He drives me up the wall. But I want him to come home safely. Obviously.”

Ginge caught Jam’s eye with a small smile. Clearly there was love stored somewhere under Luke’s hard exterior, whether Luke knew that himself or not.

“It’s not looking good,” Luke said after a long moment. “I know that I offend people when I say stuff like that, but I’m just trying to be realistic. I don’t know what would keep them from making it back for this long. I’ve tried to play out every possible scenario in my mind, and I just keep coming up with the same conclusion.”

“Yes, but you are well known as the resident pessimist,” Ginge said wearily. “I just keep telling myself that the world is different now. I expect the unexpected. We’ve been wrong before, plenty of times. We could be wrong again.”

“I prefer that way of thinking to yours, Luke,” Jam offered.

Luke rolled his eyes. “Most people do. It’s better to live in a fantasy world, right?”

“Ignore him, Jam. It’s been a hard few days.”

“I can take over, if you’d like?”

Ginge smiled. “No, you should really try and get some sleep. Why don’t you take the sofa? Then if anything happens, you’ll be the first to know.”

“I don’t know if I can sleep.”

“You should really try. You’re no good if you’re dead on your feet. Get some rest. We’re not going anywhere.”

Jam hesitated, but then nodded. He knew it was wise to shut out the world for a while, even if that meant feeling guilty that he wasn’t looking out for Sam. He gave Ginge an affectionate pat on the back and headed back inside, kicking off his shoes by the door and heading to the living room. He settled down on the sofa and closed his eyes, half expecting to be lying awake for hours. But slowly, sleep dragged him down.

He woke to the sound of a joyful cry coming from outside. He was on his feet in seconds, rushing for the door and out into the yard.

Rushing up the driveway were Sam and Joe. They were both covered in blood and they looked exhausted, but they’d made it. Jam had to blink several times just to check he wasn’t imagining it.

He wasn’t.

His eyes filled with tears and he rushed to greet Sam in a hard hug. He heard her exhale in his ear, letting her stress go as she gripped him hard. Over Sam’s shoulder, he saw Luke pull Joe in for a hug.

“What happened?” Jam asked, his voice thick with emotion. “We were expecting the worst.”

The other farm dwellers were beginning to spill out of the house now, rushing to greet Sam and Joe. But Sam didn’t answer Jam’s question.

“It doesn’t matter. We’re back,” Sam murmured to Jam. Jam gripped her shoulder.

“Did you make it to the school?”

“No…we ran into trouble. We lost the car…that’s why it took us so long to get back.”

Jam’s shoulders sagged. “Then you don’t know…Quinn’s dead.”

Sam’s smile faded in an instant. “Oh God.”

“Ross delivered him to us…he was already gone. A rotter.”

“Oh God. Is Gus…”

Gus was the last one to stumble out of the house, his eyes bloodshot and red. Sam’s eyes widened.

“Angus…I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you for trying,” Gus told her, sniffing. He opened his arms and Sam hugged him, though Jam knew she hated hugging people she barely knew. At that moment, it didn’t matter that they were practically strangers. They’d all lost something. They were the ones that had survived the nightmare.

But Jam longed to know what had happened to Sam and Joe. He took in Sam’s weary expression, the blood on her hands, the slash down the center of Joe’s t-shirt and his lost jacket. Jam knew something had happened out there, but if Sam was trying to keep her cards close to her chest, then he’d never find out what had happened.

He only prayed whatever secrets she and Joe were keeping wouldn’t come back to haunt them.


Epilogue

The man never got too close to the house on the farm. Not yet. It wasn’t time. But he liked to creep around the edges, toeing the line, knowing that soon, he would be ready to make his first attack.

Those little piggies thought they were safe inside their little house. But he was the Big Bad Wolf coming to blow down their house of straw. They would soon see that they’d never been safe there. But they wouldn’t have too long to dwell on their fear. He’d butcher them all, one by one, until blood slicked his hands.

He could see two figures out at the front of the house, armed to fight the walking dead. But the man knew he was something else entirely. Something they could only imagine in their deepest, darkest nightmares. They would never see him coming. They would never…

A small face appeared in the living room window, looking out at the garden. A young girl no older than eight or nine. Her eyes locked with his, her eyes wide with fear.

His breath was hot behind his mask. He’d never been spotted before. But now the girl stared at him, unrelenting. Slowly, the man lifted a finger to his lips, hidden behind the face of a pig. The girl stared back, terror in her gaze. The man smiled to himself and snuck away. She wouldn’t talk. And if she did, no one would believe what she had seen lurking in the yard.

He pressed the cold metal of his cleaver into his palm. He’d be back soon, when the time was right. And when he did, no one would be safe.

He would make them squeal.


Ready for more?

Coming June 2024…
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