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  EPILOGUE

  

  THE LAST ENGLISH SUMMER

  At the height of the last English summer, the skies turned black as coal and never cleared. Backed into an inevitable corner by an enemy which had
  remained elusive until the last possible moment, the Unchanged military were left with only one remaining card to deal. And they dealt it, unleashing hell and killing millions. Or had they 
  had that final, decisive strike been delivered by those who coordinated the so-called Haters? Had they pushed the button? Whoever was ultimately responsible, the end result was the same. The vast,
  city-centre refugee camps all imploded, and over the space of a few short days virtually every major city in the country was destroyed in a white-hot nuclear haze.


  A limited nuclear exchange was an overused misnomer, but though it had been limited in duration, perhaps, it was not in effect. Although the weapons which had been used (mainly
  tactical field-based missiles) had relatively low yields in the overall scheme of things, their combined after-effects were catastrophic. Many thousands of people, predominantly the tightly packed,
  panicking Unchanged, perished immediately in the initial blasts (collateral damage, they used to call it). Those who had survived the maelstrom were forced out into the wastelands where their
  enemies waited for them impatiently: relentless, determined, and with an insatiable bloodlust.


  The numerical advantage originally believed to have been held by the Unchanged proved to be another crucial miscalculation based on misguided and outdated assumptions. There may well have
  originally been an average of three Unchanged for each one of the others, but the typical Unchanged was too slow, too fearful to kill even one Hater, while a single Hater was so full of
  brutal hostility that even the weakest of them was capable of killing hundreds. That initial statistical advantage was swiftly reversed.


  The Unchanged became a vanishing breed: millions were slashed to thousands by the war; thousands were reduced to hundreds by radiation sickness and starvation. Those remaining hundreds were
  steadily hunted out and killed.


  


  FIVE MONTHS, FOUR DAYS AGO


  Before the burns on his back and his busted right leg had even begun to heal, they made Danny McCoyne fight again.


  He waited deep in the forest of yellow-leaved trees, one of a group of more than forty fighters, huddled in twos and threes, trying to shelter from the dirty black rain while they waited for the
  next kill. Johannson, the hard bitch whod ousted the last leader of this pack when shed hacked him down in the middle of another battle a week ago, knew exactly how to hunt down the
  enemy. That was why so many people stayed with her now. The hunt and the kill were all they had left.


  McCoyne sat with his back against a rock next to a man whose name he didnt know, sheltering under a limp canopy of bracken and drooping branches. He stared deep into the forest, eyes
  struggling to stay focused, looking for signs of movement. Times past he would have been desperate to fight, to tear those fuckers apart, but not any more. Those days were gone, and now he
  didnt give a damn; he did it because he had to. The war had taken its toll and left him a hollow man, little more than a shell. He was just a shadow of who and what hed once been, his
  body broken, his spirit crushed.


  There was a time, not long ago, when Danny McCoyne fought without question. When all the Unchanged have been hunted out and destroyed, he used to tell himself again and again, then things will
  start to change. When the enemy are extinct, the rebuilding will begin. The longer the war continued and the more intense the fighting became, however, the less likely that began to look. The level
  of damage inflicted on everyone and everything was severe, the scars indelible. So why did he bother? Why not just turn his back on the rest of them and walk away? The answer was disappointingly
  simple: his body had been badly damaged and the reality was that, right now, he couldnt survive on his own. For the moment, McCoynes options were stark: if he wanted to stay alive,
  hed have to stay with these people, and if he wanted to stay with these people, he would have to keep killing with them.


  Theyd been waiting out here in the dying forest since before dawn. It was lighter now, but McCoyne struggled to estimate the time, or even how long theyd been here in the
  undergrowth. The heavy, smoke-filled sky was dark; it had been that way since the bombs. Hed barely seen the sun since the morning hed lost the last thing that mattered to him, his
  final tangible connection with the man he used to be.


  Johannsons tactics were uncomplicated and effective. Most of the Unchanged survivors who had survived the blast had gradually returned to the city, taking cover in those few buildings
  still standing after the shockwave and firestorm. For some reason they figured slow death from starvation and radiation poisoning would somehow be preferable to an equally inevitable yet
  immeasurably more violent death at the hands of their enemy. Johannson had other plans. She had at her disposal a core of dedicated fighters, desperate for action and almost Brute-like in their
  passion for Unchanged blood. Theyd do anything she demanded just to kill again. She sent a squad of them into the city to flush the enemy into the open, rounding them up and herding them
  towards the waiting Hater hordes.


  Was this it? McCoyne sensed a sudden murmur of activity around him and caught a glimpse of movement up ahead. His heart began to pound hard, beating too fast, making him feel dizzy with nervous
  anticipation. He remembered the excitement and exhilaration he used to feel at moments like this, but now he just felt sickness and dread. Cant do it, he told himself, trying to
  picture the moment when the Unchanged finally came into view and he had to attack, I cant fight any more.


  Then they came.


  Rustling undergrowth and snapping branches heralded the arrival of the fittest. Two relatively strong Unchanged were stumbling through the forest, too terrified of what they were running from to
  think about what they might be running towards. They zigzagged through the trees, looking behind them twice as often as they looked ahead. Johannsons fighters waited, listening to them
  approach, fighting against their basic instincts, swallowing down the hate and desire to kill until their leader gave the signal. Theyd learned to obey her, safe in the knowledge that if
  they didnt, theyd be dead too. Do what she says and youll get to kill. Fuck with Johannson and shell break you in two.


  Johannson stood up and revealed herself, just yards ahead of the nearest Unchanged who, unable to stop in time, ran into her suddenly outstretched arm at speed. It caught him across the windpipe
  and he dropped hard onto his back, too stunned to react.


  Kill em! she screamed, her deep, hoarse voice echoing through the trees.


  There were eight Unchanged in view now, and still more following, and now they started splitting off in random directions, like a herd of panicked deer. They were attacked from all sides as
  fighters emerged from their hiding places to drag their enemy down, tearing each one of them apart.


  As usual, McCoyne lagged behind, but in spite of the frenzy of the ambush and the chaos all around, his reticence hadnt gone unnoticed. There were others with worse injuries who were
  moving faster.


  You dont kill, you dont eat, cried a ruthless man called Bennett as he barged McCoyne out of the way to get to another Unchanged, a young woman who was creeping back
  through the trees, thinking she hadnt been noticed and trying to get away again before it was too late. McCoyne forced himself to follow, his legs heavy as lead, his body aching, his head
  pounding.


  But before Bennett had got anywhere near the lone woman, a Brute appeared, charging through the undergrowth. McCoyne pressed himself back up against a tree to get out of the way as the powerful,
  barely human killer approached. He looked briefly at the Unchanged the three of them were converging upon: Christ, she looked bad, so pitifully weak that even in his own miserable state he knew
  hed have no problem taking her down. Her skin was blackened  shed obviously been badly burned in the bombings  and her face was a haunted mask of scar tissue, the whites
  of her eyes the only remaining visible features. She was aware of the danger ahead now, but she looked resigned to her fate, knowing there was nothing she could do about it. She glanced back over
  her shoulder  every movement required a massive effort  then faltered. McCoyne could see more killers approaching now, at least three more of them, but before any of the fighters
  could react, the Brute struck. It leapt through the air with a grace which belied its stature, its powerful body naked and lean, still man-like in appearance but its movements more animal than
  human now.


  The creature covered the girls entire face with one large hand, then slammed her head against a rock, caving in the back of her skull. With a flash of awe-inspiring violence and speed, it
  stamped on her chest, crushing her ribs, then yanked her right arm from its socket with a single powerful tug. It ran deeper into the woods, carrying the dripping limb like a trophy, leaving its
  dying enemy spurting blood into the leaf litter. One of the fighters booted the womans disfigured face, then the rest of the fighters moved on, each of them desperate to be the one who made
  the next kill.


  McCoyne stopped and waited for them to disappear. Johannson was close. He could see her beginning to move towards him as she finished killing another. She stumbled momentarily, tripping over the
  trailing legs of her victim, then steadied herself as she crashed through a brittle-branched bush into the clearing where McCoyne was hiding. He quickly grabbed the womans collar, lifted her
  head inches off the ground, and punched her jaw before dropping her back down. He hoped hed made sure Johannson had seen him; hed been trying to give the impression that he was the
  one whod struck the killer blow. Johannson made momentary eye contact with him and he relaxed, relieved that the boss had seen him at work, satisfied that shed fallen for his pathetic
  improvised deception.


  Keep fighting, she grunted. More coming.


  She grabbed his shoulder, hauled him up onto his feet and dragged him back into battle.


  Many hours later, in an empty warehouse on a hillside near a long-deserted factory, the group took shelter from the heavy, polluted rain which had been driving down all day and
  all night. It was cold, more like February than August. Some heat and light came from a pyre of Unchanged corpses, but ringside seats were reserved for Johannson and her most prized fighters.
  McCoyne and the rest of the hangers-on  the weak, the injured, the old, the indifferent  sat on the edges and took what they could, begging scraps, trading anything theyd
  managed to scavenge during the course of the day for meagre mouthfuls of food.


  Soaked through, shivering with cold and unable to sleep, McCoyne stared into the darkness outside. Another endless night. The fear of being attacked kept him awake, but when he did manage to
  lose consciousness, nightmares would inevitably wake him again. He dreamed about the bombs every night, remembering the heat and the light and the impossibly huge mushroom cloud of smoke and ash
  rising up over the vaporised city; horrific images for ever burned into his mind. For a few days immediately after the attack, the bombs had given him a misplaced sense of relief, comfort, almost.
  Hed sought solace in the fact that such unspeakable horror had been unleashed and hed survived. The bombs were the ultimate symbol of the Hate  how could things possibly get
  any worse?


  As the night dragged on, McCoyne remembered a conversation hed had, many weeks ago, with a long-dead friend. Theyd talked about vampires and werewolves and other fictional
  creatures from the past, and had come to the conclusion that although they were still alive, the monsters he and the rest of his kind had come to resemble most of all were zombies. Back then
  hed tried to imagine what would happen to the undead once the last of their prey had been hunted down and destroyed. Today he decided hed found the answer. This was all that
  remained: this constant, never-ending purgatory. They would continue dragging themselves through what was left of their world until their physical bodies finally failed them, all of them desperate
  to satisfy an insatiable craving which would never be silenced. Nothing else mattered any more. Their lives were empty, but for the hunt and the kill. It was an inescapable paradox: by destroying
  their enemy they were also removing their own reason to live.


  He curled up in the darkness on the outside edge of the group and tried to rest, knowing that somehow he had to build up his strength for tomorrow. The hunting and fighting would begin again at
  daybreak. Who I used to be, and everything Ive done before today, counts for nothing, he thought to himself as he tried to shut out the noise of the animals around the fire. If I
  dont kill tomorrow, Im dead.


  


  THREE MONTHS, THREE WEEKS AGO


  Johannson was gone, killed in a battle over hunting grounds several weeks back. In the days preceding her death, her growing army had slowly
  drifted east towards the coast until it reached the edge of territory controlled by a man called Thacker. Although nowhere near as ruthless a warrior as Johannson, Thacker had other qualities which
  inspired hordes of fighters to follow him; their numbers ultimately gave him a crucial edge. Much of the population had become nomadic, but Thacker was different. He ran his operations from an
  easily defended location, which provided shelter as well as storage for food, weapons and other vital supplies. Seeing Thackers set-up, Johannsons own people turned against her when
  she challenged him, quickly realising theyd be better off with this new lord and master. Thacker was not just aware of the importance of hunting and killing the Unchanged, he was also
  thinking of the future: about what might happen tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that. Unlike just about everyone else, Thacker had started to plan ahead.


  Thacker had occupied the coastal town of Lowestoft, populating it with his fighters, several hundred of them, and an ever-increasing horde of accompanying scavengers. Before the war it had been
  a curious mix of industrial port and seaside resort, and its relative remoteness  it was the most easterly point on the map  had shielded it from the worst of the fighting. It had
  been stripped of pretty much everything of value, but unlike most of the countrys towns and cities, its basic physical infrastructure was sound. Though there were few unbroken windows or
  secure doors, most of Lowestofts buildings were still standing.


  Thacker was a sensible man (in his pre-war life hed been national operations manager for a large and successful chain of hotels), and he immediately recognised the potential value of a
  place like Lowestoft in this new post-war world. Its coastal location was important, and easy to defend. It was an ideal size: large enough to cope with a decent-sized population, but sufficiently
  compact to be managed effectively by him and his small army.


  First light. McCoyne reported for duty and joined the back of the queue of volunteers, as he did every morning. Hed been picked up off the road after the bombs and
  forced to join the hunting parties, but they had gradually begun to change in purpose over the last few weeks. The Unchanged were becoming harder to find, and the competition to be the one who
  actually made the precious kills was intensifying. Like an increasing number of people (Switchbacks, Thacker liked to call them  Christ, McCoyne thought, why does everyone have to
  have a label these days?), McCoyne had volunteered to be a scavenger, working alongside the hunting parties. Those who werent particularly capable fighters but who had retained useful
  skills from their pre-war vocations  builders, mechanics, medics and the like  found some useful employment in the town. They were paid in food by Thacker to repair and rebuild as
  best they could with the limited resources. But there was no call for a useless half-rate desk jockey like the man McCoyne used to be, so his career options had been reduced overnight to a simple
  choice: scavenge or beg  and at least scavenging meant hed sometimes find the odd extra scrap which he could shove in his pocket when no one was looking to either eat himself or trade
  with later.


  Lowestoft might not be much, but it was as good as it was going to get, and it was his best chance of survival. He wasnt stupid  tired, maybe, apathetic, and sick of constantly
  fighting, perhaps, but not stupid.


  A fleet of battered vans left Lowestoft each morning at daybreak. Each had a couple of fighters sitting up front and a handful of scavengers crammed into the back behind them.
  Thackers generals (those few fighters who were able to exert any real influence over the rest of them) dispatched the vehicles out towards villages and towns in a steadily widening arc. Once
  theyd arrived at their destinations, the teams were under orders to split up. They were looking for Unchanged, first of all, then food, water and fuel, and then anything else they could
  find.


  McCoyne stood behind the van in the middle of a dead village he didnt even know the name of and looked around dejectedly. The hissing grey rain had stopped momentarily and now all he
  could hear was the water dripping off roofs and trees and trickling down drains. It was already obvious that this place was hopeless, and he silently cursed whoever it was who had decided to send
  them here. There were obvious signs that numerous other scouting parties had been here before them. Mind you, he thought, it probably wont make any difference where we go.
  Everywhere is like this now.


  Hook, the lead fighter whod driven the van this morning, shoved McCoyne towards a row of buildings on the other side of the road, grunting at him to check them out. McCoyne stumbled
  forward, but managed to keep his balance. A quick scowl over his shoulder was as defiant as he dared to be; any more of a protest might provoke an unwanted reaction. Grumbling under his breath, he
  wrapped his arms around himself and limped towards the buildings, chest rattling with the cold.


  He peered through a grubby, cobweb-covered window into the first house in the row of five narrow, terraced cottages. He couldnt see anything inside and moved on, more interested in the
  takeaway place next door, and the newsagents next to that. The newsagents seemed the most sensible place to start. The door was stuck but he managed to shove it open, the unexpected
  noise of an old-fashioned entrance bell ringing out and announcing his success at gaining entry. He stood still in the middle of the shop and waited for a moment, wondering if anyone was going to
  come to the counter, a dumb, instinctive reaction. The owners of this place were almost certainly long gone or dead. Judging by the stench in this gloomy, icy-cold building, he was betting on the
  latter.


  Once his eyes had become accustomed to the low light, he swung his empty rucksack off his shoulders and started picking his way through the waste scattered all around the musty room. He took
  everything he could find, no matter how insignificant: newspapers and magazines to help light fires, a couple of paperback books, some string, scissors and other bits of stationery . . . Around the
  back of the counter he found some sweets  several bars of chocolate and a handful of lollipops, which he split unequally between Thacker and himself, shoving what he designated as his own
  personal hoard into the pockets of the trousers he wore under his baggy over-trousers, where Hook and the others wouldnt find them. He checked the rest of the building and found some garden
  tools in an outhouse, some bedding, and a few pieces of cutlery. He briefly checked inside a storeroom but didnt waste much time there: it was almost empty anyway, and he could tell from the
  droppings which covered the floor and the holes which had been gnawed in the sides of the few cardboard boxes which remained on the shelves that he wasnt the first scavenger to have been
  there. There was a body slumped against the back wall and he could see the flesh of the corpse had been picked clean by rodents teeth. Yellow bone was visible beneath flaps of heavily
  stained clothing.


  McCoyne returned to the road outside to dump his stash. The rest of the party had busied themselves clearing out a service station and a small hotel, and by the looks of things theyd
  already found a damn sight more than he had.


  Hook just happened to be looking up at the wrong moment. He stormed out to meet him and snatched his rucksack. This it?


  Theres nothing left. What am I supposed to do if theres nothing left? I cant magic stuff out of thin air, McCoyne growled.


  Hook shoved McCoyne angrily in the chest, and he tripped and fell on his backside, landing in the gutter. He was soaked with dirty rainwater. Hook grabbed another empty bag from the back of the
  van and threw it at him.


  Keep looking, he ordered, find more.


  McCoyne wearily picked himself up again and trudged towards the takeaway, praying hed find enough stuff inside to avoid the inevitable beating hed get from Hook if he came back
  empty-handed. His body ached and he felt permanently tired; he didnt know how much more of this he could take.


  Inside the shop, a waist-high counter separated the public area from the rest of the building. He fumbled with an awkward brass latch, then lifted up the hinged section of counter and went
  through to the back. Please let me find food, he thought to himself, and found himself making desperate contingency plans just in case  could he creep back to the van, steal some of
  what the others had already found? Then he could hand it back in again as his own and try to make it look like it was newly discovered stash . . .


  The kitchen was disappointingly, if not unexpectedly, empty. It had obviously been ransacked, like the shop next door, and subject to the same ferocious vermin infestation. He checked every
  cupboard and shelf, desperate to find something that might appease Hook, but there was nothing left. He walked along a hallway into a compact living area behind the kitchens and stared out into the
  overgrown back garden. He was trying to decide whether he had enough strength (or desire) to try and get back to Lowestoft by himself, and avoid facing that bastard Hook altogether, when he heard
  something  footsteps  and they were directly above his head, in a room upstairs.


  He quietly lay down his bag, unsheathed one of his knives and crept slowly towards the bottom of the staircase. Whoever or whatever was up there, it might be enough to get him out of a
  battering. There was silence now, but he hadnt imagined the footsteps, he was certain. With his pulse racing and his mouth dry, he climbed the steep steps to the first floor. It was dark,
  but he didnt need to see to know that there was someone up here with him; the pungent whiff of sweat and fresh human waste gave it away. He needed to take his time and not screw this up. It
  was either someone like him, whod turned their back on what was left of society (and hed come across several people like that before now), or it was one of them.


  The room above the kitchen was empty. There was a bed, which looked like it had been recently slept in, and a pathetically small store of supplies. Whoever had been staying here had shown some
  initiative; theyd been living off the vermin who were living off the food downstairs and next door. Three dead rats were hanging by their tails from a clothes drier, and next to them was the
  deflated husk of something he didnt recognise, a cat or a small dog, maybe. And no matter what else turned out to be here, this was meat, and that meant that McCoyne now had
  something to give to Hook. He opened the threadbare curtains, filling the room with dull morning light, and looked around for something to carry his booty in.


  As he walked back towards the top of the stairs to check the other rooms, he caught himself on a wooden chest of drawers, which was sticking out from the wall at an awkward angle. Curious, he
  leant over the top of it, and saw that there was a small hole in the wall, just wide enough for someone to crawl through from this building to the next. Clever little fucker, he thought to himself
  as he carefully pushed the chest of drawers out of the way. Whoever hed disturbed had a nice little escape route, and that was no doubt how theyd survived here undetected for so long.
  By now theyd probably have disappeared out through the back of the building next door, or secreted themselves away in some other equally devious hidden hiding place. He crouched down and
  looked through the gap, but he couldnt see anything other than complete darkness on the other side. He leant further in, and was considering crawling right through when he heard scurrying
  footsteps running up fast behind him. He tried to reverse out, but he couldnt move quickly enough in the confined space and a grunt of effort was followed almost immediately by sudden
  blinding pain as he was cracked across the back with something. He screamed in agony, and managed to roll over just in time to see a scrawny figure chucking away the plank hed been hit with
  and sprinting out through the bedroom door.


  Up here! he yelled, hoping that someone outside would hear him and help. Unchanged!


  He limped out of the room, his legs weak and his back throbbing, and staggered downstairs. By the time hed got outside, Hook and another fighter had already caught and killed the
  Unchanged man and his body was lying in front of the takeaway. Bright blood-red splashes of dribbling colour stood out on the dust-covered grey concrete surface. Hook was standing on the pavement
  outside, the euphoria on his face clear even from a distance.


  Bastard was hiding, McCoyne said, groaning and stretching for effect. Came up behind me and


  Hook grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and threw him against the side of the van, leaving McCoyne half-stunned. Youre fucking useless, McCoyne, Hook sneered.
  Couldnt even kill one starving Unchanged. You need to watch yourself, sunshine. Fuck up like that again on my watch and youll be the next one I kill.


  I wont, McCoyne tried to say, his strangled voice barely audible.


  That Unchanged, Hook continued, hed got more backbone than you, you prick  at least he made an effort. You, youre just a fucking waste of oxygen.
  Completely fucking useless.


  


  SEVEN WEEKS AGO


  McCoyne stood outside the recently built cordon which had been erected around the centre of Lowestoft, jostling for position. None of the crowd of
  fifty or so wanted to be there, but needs must. They all kept themselves to themselves, barely acknowledging each other, though the unseasonably low temperature and biting wind meant the warmth
  provided by people in close proximity was welcome.


  If anyone had asked Danny McCoyne if he thought things could possibly get any harder in the days immediately after the bombs, hed have said no; how could life possibly get any worse? But
  that was before hed reached Lowestoft. He was sick and malnourished, and hed spent every day since then hunting and scavenging for little return. Anything he did manage to find was
  immediately taken and added to Thackers central store. But that was then, and Thacker, for all his forethought, was now no more; hed been usurped and disposed of in a
  very public manner by one of his prize fighters, an evil fucker called Hinchcliffe. The people on the streets called him KC, King Cunt. McCoyne had had his doubts about Thacker, and before him
  Johannson, wondering if they were really bloodyminded and ruthless enough to cling onto power in this screwed-up new world disorder. There were no such questions over Hinchcliffes
  suitability for the role. In the short time since hed assumed power, Lowestoft had been transformed, and McCoynes position, like that of every other non-fighter, had deteriorated
  rapidly. The strongest had, by default, assumed positions of authority: they ruled the place, attacking first and asking questions later, and they werent about to give that up.


  Hinchcliffes first move had been to build a blockade around a square quarter-mile in the very heart of the town, where he and his army, now several hundred strong, based themselves,
  together with all their stores, supplies and vehicles. It was bounded by the ocean on one side, on the other, the main road, the A12, which ran through the centre of Lowestoft. High metal barriers
  had been erected across the A1144 and A12 at the northern end of town and, at the south, a single checkpoint, now stretched across the full width of the road bridge where the A12 crossed the narrow
  channel of water at the mouth of Lake Lothing. All other access points had been sealed: Hinchcliffe had ordered row upon row of empty houses to be boarded up along the remaining edges of the
  compound, and every minor road had been rendered impassable with piles of rubble, abandoned cars and the like. Once the area had been completely sealed off from the rest of the town, no one came in
  or out without the KCs approval. Those Switchbacks who were useful, who could fulfil a particular function, were allowed inside. The rest of them could go to hell as far as Hinchcliffe was
  concerned, and Danny McCoyne, with no discernible talent or incentive, was one of them. He had become one of a thousand-strong underclass, living in the empty ruins.


  Outside the blockade what was left of Lowestoft had turned into a shanty town. There was neither sanitation nor clean water, and people occupied broken houses or camped out in makeshift
  shelters. It reminded McCoyne of the squalid Unchanged refugee camps before theyd been nuked: the people here were different, but many of the problems they were experiencing were the same.
  Violence frequently erupted, and disease was becoming an issue. Food was in desperately short supply  Hinchcliffe only provided essential rations to a fortunate few  and a short-lived
  black market had collapsed quickly in the face of no actual goods to supply. Things were looking increasingly grim.


  Those who were in the best position outside Hinchcliffes compound were those who continued to scavenge the wastelands. They were paid for their efforts with a meagre cut of whatever they
  found  grossly unfair, but better than being beaten to death, which was the other alternative.


  So the non-fighting underclass, with nowhere else to go (and no means of going, even if they wanted to), increased daily as people stumbled into the town, drawn by rumours of Hinchcliffes
  new society. KC tolerated them, and used them when it suited him. He controlled the food supplies, carefully coordinating storage across numerous sites and ensuring that he was the
  only one who knew where everything was, and he controlled the fighters. He had done better than his predecessors, worming himself into an apparently unassailable position. His foot-soldiers were
  rewarded for their loyalty with a life which was more comfortable than many would have ever believed possible when the war had been at its bloody peak. On the right side of the compound wall there
  was a supply of (fairly) clean water, enough food for all and, occasionally, heat and power. On the other side there was nothing.


  The crowd which McCoyne had joined this morning was gathered in front of the larger of the two gates, at the northern edge of the compound. Word had spread that a scavenging party was heading
  out west today, into an area which had, until now, remained relatively untouched. Over the last couple of months it had been established that at least six cities (or more precisely, six refugee
  camps) had been destroyed by the nuclear strikes last summer: London in the south, Edinburgh in the north and Manchester and Birmingham, among others, to the west. Without the means to measure
  pollution and radiation levels, it had been assumed that the bottom third of the country and a wide strip running the length of the land, from the south coast right up into Scotland, was most
  probably uninhabitable. But now, almost six months after the bombs, necessity was forcing the foragers to start looking further afield for supplies.


  Hinchcliffe had ordered a Switchback, a woman whod once been a school science teacher, to research the situation, using the reference books in what was left of Lowestoft Library.
  Shed also found books documenting what had happened in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and while they werent necessarily scientifically accurate, there was enough useful information for her
  to conclude that although the actual targets were still nowhere near safe, it was probably okay to scavenge a little closer to the bomb sites. Hinchcliffe was happy with that  he
  wasnt the one going out there.


  The huge metal gate across the road was pushed open and two lorries drove out of the compound, quickly parting the waiting crowd. Once the gate had been closed behind them, the lorries stopped
  and a shaven-headed fighter jumped down from the cab of the second lorry. People scurried out of his way, leaving a bubble of empty space around him, their sudden distance a mark of fear, not
  respect. Llewellyn, Hinchcliffes right-hand man, was one of the few fighters known by name to virtually everyone left in and around Lowestoft. He had a genuine military background, combined
  with both strength and aggression; and a reputation second only to that of his boss. He was older and quieter, but no less deadly.


  Im looking for about fifteen of you, he said, and McCoyne squirmed forward, trying to squeeze through a gap that wasnt there. The person on his right pushed him back
  the other way, and he tripped over someones boot and landed on all fours at Llewellyns feet.


  Llewellyn grabbed his collar and pulled him up. What the fuck are you doing?


  Volunteering, McCoyne said quickly.


  Llewellyn looked him up and down. Suppose youll do, he said, throwing him towards the back of his lorry before reaching out and grabbing someone else, and you, and
  you


  McCoyne climbed into the empty lorry and found himself a dark spot at the very back of the vehicle from where he could watch the others. He unsheathed one of the knives attached to his belt,
  just in case, and pulled his knees up tight to his chest, trying to get warm. Get out there, he told himself, get what you can, then get back.


  The drive away from town was long, slow and disorientating. Conversation in the back of the windowless lorry was sparse, and the time dragged painfully. It reminded McCoyne of
  another journey hed taken, almost a year ago, back when his eventual destination had been a gas chamber. Hed barely managed to escape from that trip with his life; what the hell was
  he going to see when they opened up the back of the lorry today? He felt bad  an uncomfortable mix of travel sickness and nerves  or was it more than that? Every mile they drove in
  this direction was taking them deeper into the deadlands, with its poisoned, radiation-filled air.


  The engine stopped abruptly, and there were sudden murmurs from the people all around McCoyne. Some got up and started moving about, but he stayed where he was, fingering the hilt of the knife
  that hed left unsheathed, just in case. Then the roller-shutter at the back of the lorry was thrown open, flooding the inside of the vehicle with unexpectedly bright light.


  Out, one of the fighters ordered, and the volunteers did exactly as they were told. McCoyne, the last to move, jumped down onto gravel then looked around and grinned,
  caught off-guard by his unexpectedly bizarre surroundings.


  What the hells this?


  In front of him was a picnic area and an iced-over, duck-free duck pond, to his right a childrens playground.


  I came here with the family once, a stooping, painfully thin man next to him whispered, grinning wryly. Place has gone downhill since then . . .


  The group of volunteers and their fighter escort were standing in the first of several immense, interconnected car parks. McCoyne shielded his eyes from the hazy sun and looked up at a huge
  advertising hoarding covered with faded pictures of smiling kids faces, cartoon characters, roller-coasters and rides, things hed hadnt thought about in what felt like an
  eternity. A theme park. Hed heard of this one  hed even talked about bringing the kids here once with Lizzie, but hed managed to talk her out of it because, as
  hed told her at the time, it was too long a drive from home, and the entrance prices were obscene, and then hed have had to pay to feed them all, then the kids would have wanted to go
  to the gift shop and . . .


  Oi, you! an angry voice shouted in his direction. McCoyne spun around and realised he was on his own; the others were already shuffling along an overgrown path which led through a
  copse of bare trees, deeper into the park. Stop fucking daydreaming, the fighter yelled at him. Youre here to hunt, not to fucking sightsee.


  McCoyne ran after the others, his legs already aching as he struggled to catch up. He had to focus on the job at hand, even in these unexpectedly surreal surroundings. He crossed an artificially
  rickety wooden bridge over a murky stream, catching his breath in surprise when he looked down and saw a frozen figure standing ankle-deep in the water. But it was only a mannequin, a caricature of
  a old-time gold prospector. The paint was fading from the exaggerated, cartoon-like features, but the plastic man still looked in better shape than he felt.


  Ahead of the group, the silent heart of the theme park began to appear through the trees, first the tops of the tallest, long-since silent rides, the occasional scaffolding tower or the curving
  arc of a stretch of roller-coaster track. McCoyne was finding being here unexpectedly painful  not because it made him think about who and what hed lost; rather it made him realise
  what hed never get back again. Finding the basic necessities to survive each day was such a struggle; he couldnt even imagine a time when places like this fulfilled a useful function
  again. Playing, laughing, time-wasting . . . it had been a long time since anyone had done anything even remotely pleasurable, and it would most likely be another age before any of them did
  again.


  The group gathered in an open courtyard at the start of the theme park proper, crowding dutifully around Llewellyn as if he was their tour guide. The buildings scattered between the rides looked
  small and insignificant beneath the erstwhile attractions. They were all made to look like theyd been built for the gold rush; somehow the prospecting theme felt strangely appropriate.
  Directly in front of them was a large, odd-shaped concrete building with a faux-rock fascia. A large sign across its frontage said: The Mine. The door had been roughly boarded up, like the
  windows of the house in a zombie movie where the survivors were hiding, with gaps between the overlapping planks perfect for undead arms to reach through. McCoyne couldnt tell whether the
  boards were real, or just there for effect.


  Llewellyn, now wearing a face-mask and with a rifle slung over his shoulder, appeared, flanked by similarly masked fighters on either side. He addressed the volunteers: Hinchcliffe
  reckons well find good pickings here. Places like this have been overlooked, not looted over and over again like the towns have. If you dont bring me back as much stuff as you can
  carry, then you will be officially designated as fucking useless, and I will leave you here to rot. Understand? No response, but no arguments either. He continued,
  Theres probably all kinds of nasty shit still hanging around in the air here, so the quicker you lot move, the less chance there is youll get sick.


  His second comment got more of a reaction than the first  even the vaguest mention of radiation poisoning was enough to cause concern in the underclass ranks. McCoyne couldnt
  understand it. Why were they so bloody stupid? Hinchcliffe was certainly was no fool; hed hardly send them here to collect poisoned food from a poisoned place, would he? This was just scare
  tactics, designed to increase the tightness of the stranglehold grip he already had on the rest of the population. Was he really the only person who could see him for what he was? Maybe the others
  all realised but, like him, they chose to keep their mouths shut rather than risk incurring Llewellyns wrath . . .


  As the group split up, McCoyne deliberately kept his distance from everyone else. If he didnt collect enough stuff today, he knew he was a dead man.


  You have one hour, Llewellyn shouted, his voice echoing eerily across the empty theme park. Tear this place apart, then lets get out of here.


  More than three-quarters of the allotted hour was gone and McCoyne knew he was in trouble. His bag was only slightly less empty than when hed started hunting. Hed
  wasted time mooching around an abandoned zoo, trying to work out what each of the various piles of odd-shaped, oversized bones and scraps of fur had once been. Hinchcliffe had been right about one
  thing: the theme park hadnt been trashed and torn apart like everywhere else  but his assumption that thered be rich pickings had been way off. There was hardly anything here.
  It was as if the food and supplies had simply disappeared.


  Use your brain, he told himself, try to stay calm and not panic. Think logically. He walked under a dried-up log flume towards a long, narrow wooden hut which spanned the space
  between the entrance and the exit for the ride: this was the place theyd have been slowly channelled through to buy low-quality, overpriced souvenir photographs of themselves screaming,
  presented in cheap cardboard frames or printed onto mouse mats, key-rings, hats and mugs. None of this was helping. Put yourself in their shoes, he thought, try and remember what it used
  to be like. Id have got off this ride and Id have been cold and wet and hungry . . . He looked around, and noticed the side wall of another shack facing out onto an almost black
  lake. That, he presumed, would have supplied the flume. So was this a caf, maybe? There was no one else scavenging around here, and it was his last chance. Christ, he thought; I
  hope Ill open the door and find a previously undiscovered stock of food in this hut. Anything would do. Just something for him to hand in to Llewellyn . . .


  McCoyne was about to force the door of the building when he stopped. He could smell something. It stank like raw sewage. Was it just the stagnant lake? He leant over an ornamental wall and
  peered down. It took him a moment, then he spotted the source of the stench: a glistening heap of shit on the muddy bank below him, which was being slowly washed away by the lapping water. The
  smell was noxious, and it made his stomach churn, but he swallowed his nausea and kept control. He couldnt throw up, not here. He looked at the bank again: this didnt make any sense.
  It looked like human waste, and there was far too much of it to be from just one person. Was this from an emptied-out slop bucket? That was the only logical explanation. Would one person have
  repeatedly used the same bucket? Wouldnt they have just come here to shit and saved themselves the hassle of lugging it anywhere? So, he said to himself, unless Llewellyn has
  passed around a communal bucket for everyone to crap in while Ive been out here alone, this is probably from another group of people. And if theyre hiding in a place like this, then
  theres every chance theyre Unchanged.


  Ten minutes, Llewellyn bellowed from the courtyard.


  McCoyne had to move fast.


  Found anything? a voice asked, startling him. He turned around and saw it was the stooping man hed spoken to earlier.


  Nothing, he answered.


  Anything in there? the man said, gesturing at the shack McCoyne had been about to investigate.


  Empty, he answered quickly, lying to protect his potential find. Look, do me a favour will you, go and tell Llewellyn that I think there have been Unchanged here.


  Unchanged? Are you out of your fucking mind? Dont you think wed have found them by now?


  Dont bother then. Suit yourself.


  The other man turned his back on McCoyne and walked away, shaking his head and mumbling under his breath, Fucking idiot . . .


  Whether he told Llewellyn or not wasnt important. As soon as hed gone, McCoyne opened the door of the small wooden building and disappeared inside. Hed been right: it was
  some sort of caf, and it was as empty as everywhere else  in fact, it had been stripped clean. A deep-fat fryer in the small kitchen was filled with rancid oil, but the chiller
  cabinets and vending machines were empty. Even the sachets of sauce and other condiments had been taken. In a corner on the floor he found one small sachet of ketchup which he ripped open and
  sucked clean while he continued to investigate. There was another door at the back of the kitchen which opened outwards just a few inches, but no further. It was chained shut from the other side.
  He quickly took off his pack and left the strap hanging through the gap, then he dropped to his hands and knees and lay down on his side. It was a tight fit, but he was desperately thin now, and
  once his shoulders were through, the rest of him followed easily. Once on the other side he pulled his rucksack through, then picked himself up and looked around. He was in a triangular-shaped
  patch of open space, with the shack behind him and another similar-sized building adjacent. On the third side was a wire-mesh fence, and beyond that, forest  probably the same part of the
  forest theyd walked through to get here. He headed for the other hut, stopping when he reached it. He listened carefully, sure he could hear movement. Probably another one of the scavengers,
  he told himself. He lifted his hand to pull open the door, but found himself staggering back with surprise as it was kicked open from the other side. An emaciated man came at him with a knife.


  McCoyne knew immediately that he was Unchanged and he felt himself tensing up inside. He reached for the knife at his belt, then stopped. Hold the Hate, he silently ordered himself.
  There might be more of them. He lifted his hands in mock-surrender, and the Unchanged man, obviously terrified, took a couple of steps back. It occurred to McCoyne that the longer this
  unexpected stand-off continued, the less obvious it would be that he was going to rip the fuckers head from his shoulders any second now. He could almost see the mans mind working
  behind his frightened, constantly moving eyes. If he hasnt killed me yet, he was thinking, then he cant be one of them.


  Turn this around, McCoyne told himself, play the victim.


  Help me, he said quietly. Theyre here. If we dont get out of sight theyll kill us.


  Who are you? the man croaked, his voice barely audible. How did you get here?


  McCoyne was struggling to come up with a plausible response when he heard Llewellyn shouting again, calling them back to the lorries. He didnt have long.


  Theyre coming, he said, loads of them  there are two lorries full. They followed me here. We need to get under cover.


  The man stood his ground for what felt like an eternity, eyeing McCoyne up and down, trying to make sense of the situation. McCoyne forced himself to stay still, not to react, all the time
  knowing that he should finish off this Unchanged bastard, right here and now  if anyone ever found out hed stood here talking to one of them like this, theyd probably kill him
  as fast as theyd kill the Unchanged.


  This way, the man said suddenly, turning around and gesturing for McCoyne to follow him inside. He led him into the hut, which turned out to be a gift shop, its shelves still well
  stocked with teddy bears, toys and other assorted rubbish, through an interconnecting door and into yet another, similar building, then finally out through another rear exit and across a narrow
  strip of tarmac. Hidden behind waste-bins and a mud-streaked golf buggy emblazoned with the theme parks logo was a door in the side of a large, brick building. McCoyne followed him through,
  making sure to shut the door again behind him. He threw the latch, just in case the Unchanged realised and tried doubling back and getting away, and followed him down a steep staircase, then along
  a narrow, twisting corridor before emerging into a huge, dimly lit space. McCoyne struggled to make sense of what he was seeing for a moment. The room was a vast, clearly artificial cave, with fake
  stalagmites and stalactites bolted to the floor and ceiling, and pools of foul-smelling, dripping water. Light came from a number of lanterns dotted around the room, just enough illumination for
  him to see at least another eight Unchanged, all wide-eyed and mole-like. He shuffled back until he reached the nearest wall, and his foot kicked against a heap of dummies like the one hed
  seen standing out in the stream. And then it dawned on him that this was The Mine, the huge building hed stood outside earlier.


  He could hear the man whod led him down here saying, He was outside by the kitchens.


  For Christs sake, Jeff, theyre outside. Are you fucking stupid? Hes with them!


  Hes not, I swear  hes like us. Would I be standing here now if he was one of them?


  McCoyne slid along the wall, watching the small group beginning to splinter, listening to the arguments develop and the volume of their voices increase.


  No time for this. Got to act.


  He ran forward, into an unexpectedly deep puddle, his boots sinking into several inches of silt. Off-balance, almost blind, he tripped over a rocky mound and fell. He could hear the Unchanged,
  panicking in response to the sudden noise, and as he picked himself up several of them ran after him. They were close behind, he could hear their footsteps echoing. He kept moving, unable to see
  much more than shadows.


  Llewellyn and the others were about to leave, so he had to do something . . . The ground beneath his feet began to slope upwards and he found himself running up what might have been a long
  access ramp. He hit a wall, bounced off, and noticed, over to his right, the faintest chink of light. It had to be the way out. One of the Unchanged dived for his legs and caught hold of one of his
  boots. McCoyne kicked out at him, and managed to get free. He pulled himself to his feet again and kept moving, running now with arms outstretched. Another sharp bend, and up ahead he could see the
  boards across the entrance that hed seen earlier, and shards of brightness pouring through the gaps between them. He slammed against the wood, but the planks were nailed solid. He peered
  through, and could see the others were leaving, walking back to the lorries dragging half-filled bags of supplies behind them.


  Llewellyn! McCoyne yelled, as loudly as he could. Back here!


  Someone lagging behind turned around and looked for him, but when he couldnt see anything he turned back and continued walking towards the lorries. One of the Unchanged reached McCoyne,
  and tried to pull him away from the door, but McCoyne kicked him in the crotch and he fell to the ground, sobbing in pain as McCoyne turned his attention back to the boarded-up door. This time he
  managed to force one of the smaller boards free. He shoved his arm through and started working at another plank.


  Unchanged! he screamed, at the top of his voice, hanging onto the boards for dear life as two Unchanged tried to drag him away from the entrance. The Unchanged were desperate, but,
  incredibly, they were even weaker than him and they couldnt break his grip. Now a third one was hanging onto his back, tugging at his shoulders . . . weak as they were, there were too many
  of them, and he could feel the fingers of his right hand starting to slip off the wood.


  McCoyne tried to stand his ground, but it was impossible. He was wrenched from the entrance and dragged down onto his back. One of the Unchanged came at him with a knife, its blade glinting in a
  narrow shaft of light, but the man was obviously terrified, and had no idea how to use the weapon effectively. As he dropped down and lunged for him, McCoyne managed to roll away, but he was
  quickly rolled back, and the Unchanged started grabbing for his kicking feet and thrashing arms.


  Everyone stopped dead as a new sound permeated their grunts: the splintering of the wooden boards across the door. Someone outside was striking at them repeatedly. Realising their danger, the
  Unchanged dropped McCoyne and scattered, and McCoyne scrambled up onto his feet and pressed himself flat against the wall as a flood of fighters and scavengers alike began to pour through the gap
  in the entrance. He crawled out into the open and sat on the dusty ground, panting hard, listening to the screams coming from The Mine, and waiting.


  All talk of radiation levels and other such threats had been forgotten in the sudden euphoria of the kill. Three-quarters of an hour later, the theme park courtyard was still a
  hive of activity. Scavengers searched the den and collected up the piles of supplies the Unchanged had been hoarding. Fighters dragged the bodies of their enemy out into the open and stripped the
  corpses of anything of value. Eleven kills. More than the last ten days combined.


  Llewellyn marched over to where McCoyne was lifting food into the back of one of the lorries. Whats your name? he asked.


  Danny McCoyne.


  Lucky find, McCoyne.


  Suppose.


  So what happened? Did you just stumble into their nest? Take a wrong turn and find yourself surrounded?


  Something like that.


  Talk me through it.


  Why?


  Because if you dont Ill break your fucking legs.


  McCoyne sighed and threw the bag of food hed been carrying into the lorry. I found one of them while I was scavenging. I made him think I was like him and that you lot were looking
  for me, then I got him to take me to the rest of them.


  And it was that easy?


  Yep, that easy.


  So howd you manage that then?


  Just something I picked up.


  Is that right?


  Yep.


  Llewellyn grinned at him. You devious little bastard. You can hold the Hate, cant you?


  McCoyne looked away and picked up another bag. Did he really want anyone to know? Bit late now. So what if I can, he said nonchalantly. Not a lot of call for it these days,
  is there? Hardly any of them left.


  When we get back to Lowestoft, Llewellyn said, leaning over him until their faces were just inches apart, youre coming with me to see Hinchcliffe. Hell be
  interested to know weve got a freak like you in town.


  


  TODAY


  The two men skulked silently through the filthy streets like starving rats, skin deathly pale, eyes blinking wide, both of them looking from side
  to side in constant, never-ending fear of attack. When they reached the collapsed ruins at the edge of the town they ran frantically, trying not to drop the food theyd managed to scavenge.
  Fear and adrenalin drove them on, temporarily masking their physical pain. Their bodies were wrecked; they were exhausted and underfed. It was the first time either of them had been out in the open
  in more than two weeks but weak as they were, Fisher and Winston were still the strongest members of the last remaining group of Unchanged in the area. Theyd had no choice but to do this.
  There were only thirteen of them left now, including the straggler whod found them a few days back. They both knew that none of them would last much longer if they didnt have
  food.


  Fisher froze. Up ahead. Top of the road. Two hundred yards.


  Winston grabbed his arm and pulled him back against the wall of the nearest building. He watched the Hater in the distance. Was it alone or part of a pack? His eyes were failing, making it hard
  to tell anything from here, but it looked like a young boy, probably one of those feral kids like the one that had killed his dad last summer. It paused on the dotted white line in the middle of
  the road, sniffing at the air like a hunting animal trying to catch a scent. Winston forced himself to remain completely motionless and prayed that Fisher would do the same. Even the slightest
  movement or noise might give them away and thatd be it  months of constantly struggling to survive ended in a heartbeat (though maybe that wouldnt be such a bad thing, he
  thought). He watched the figure up ahead as it began to move again, very slowly at first, then sprinting away at speed when something in the distance caught its eye. Winston didnt move until
  he was completely sure it had gone. In those unbearably long moments, he asked himself again (as he did at least once every hour) why he was even bothering to try and stay alive. Why not just give
  up and get it over with? A few seconds of agony and it would all be over and he could stop at last. The fear of death had been enough to keep driving him on until now, but life was rapidly losing
  its appeal. Imagine the relief, he thought. No more running. No more hiding. No more crying. No more sitting in silence in the dark with the others, freezing cold, doubled up with hunger pains,
  feeling himself draining away, just waiting for the inevitable . . .


  Were clear, Fisher said, his voice just a whisper against the icy wind. Winston pushed himself away from the wall and ran forward again, just managing to keep his balance as
  he tripped down the kerb. He narrowly avoided the crumbling edge of a huge, egg-shaped crater in the road, where the skeletal body of someone who had once been like him was lying face down in
  several inches of dirty rainwater.


  Another few minutes of breathless, stop-start running and hiding, and they were almost there. Winston dropped the supplies hed been carrying in front of the wooden fence
  then with fingers numb with cold he quickly lifted up the third panel along from the right. Fisher hurriedly climbed through the gap then reached back for the tins and boxes theyd collected.
  He stood up again and took the weight of the panel so the other man could follow him through. Winston paused to snatch up a can of fruit that Fisher had missed, and to check they hadnt been
  seen. Behind them, everything appeared reassuringly silent and still. A flurry of grey, ash-like snow drifted down, each flake settling on the ground for just a fraction of a second before melting
  away to nothing. The remains of the town where he used to live looked as lifeless as Winston felt. The gaping doors and broken windows of battle-damaged houses offered unwanted glimpses into a
  world he used to belong to, but which he was no longer a part of. A dead world. Their world.


  Get a bloody move on, Fisher said anxiously, his teeth chattering. Winston pulled his head back and Fisher quickly dropped the panel down with a welcome thud, blocking his view.
  They snatched up the food and scrambled down a steep, grassy bank towards what once used to be a permanently busy road but which was now just a desolate, wide grey scar lined with rusting
  wrecks.


  In their pitiful condition, the two men struggled to control their descent down the muddy incline, and Fisher found himself slipping. He fell nearly to the bottom of the slope, dropping most of
  the tins and packets hed been carrying and filling the silent world with ugly, dangerous noise. He frantically scooped everything back up again, still constantly checking his
  surroundings for movement, before racing after Winston, who was too scared to stop and wait for him.


  Beneath a bridge, in the middle of an otherwise featureless concrete wall, was a corrugated steel roller-shutter and, another couple of yards further along, a metal door. The door was dirty
  grey, and with the once-important warning signs now purposely obscured by a layer of black grime, it was well camouflaged. A few smudged handprints around the handle and on the edges of the frame
  were the only indications that it had been used recently. Precariously balancing his supplies in one arm, Winston hammered on the door to be let inside. Several seconds passed  several
  seconds too long for his liking  before it finally swung open inwards, revealing an emaciated man brandishing a nail-spiked baseball bat. He ushered Winston and Fisher indoors, then peered
  down the road in either direction before shutting the door again.


  Stumbling in the sudden darkness, Fisher and Winston followed the short access corridor down towards a pool of dull yellow light: the main room of the Highways Agency storage depot, where the
  others were waiting. They dumped their hoard in the middle of the room and the other survivors  those who were conscious and still sane  all looked on in disbelief.


  Sally Marks said what everyone else was thinking. Where the fuck did you get all that?


  Fisher dropped to his knees and began examining the treasure theyd found, holding each can in turn up to the weak light emitting from the single battery-powered lantern, struggling to
  read the labels. Around him, stomachs started to growl with hunger, and mouths began to water at the prospect of food. Corned beef, tinned vegetables, soup . . . how long had it been?


  Where did you find it? Sally asked again.


  Exactly where he said, Winston answered, pointing at the man in the corner. Hed only recently arrived  and thank God hed found them. Hed told them
  hed been following the road for days, ever since his last hiding place had been discovered by the enemy, and hed tried to take shelter in their hideout, not realising it was already
  occupied.


  And how did you find it? Sally asked him, unable to make out his face in the shadows.


  I already told you, the man answered, I saw it just before I found you lot. There was no way I could carry it all myself.


  Does it really matter? Winston sighed.


  Yes it does, Sally said grimly.


  Remember that corner shop, next to where the coach station used to be? Fisher volunteered.


  On Marlbrook Road? Sally asked.


  Thats the one.


  But weve been there before, she said. Christ, weve been there hundreds of times before.


  So?


  So did we just walk past this stuff all those other times? Did you find a hidden store room we hadnt found before? Open a door you hadnt seen? Someone put this stuff
  there for us to find, you dumb bastards. It was one of them! Its a trap, you fucking idiots, and you walked right into it!


  What the hell does it matter? Winston spat angrily, struggling with the ringpull on a can of pineapple chunks. His fingers were numb with cold and he didnt have the
  strength. No one followed us back, we made sure of that. We only saw one of them in all the time we were out there, and that was just a kid, way off in the distance. If this was a trap, then
  it didnt work. This place is dead  even they dont come here any more.


  He found us, she said, pointing at the man in the corner again.


  That was just luck, Winston argued. Hes like us, Sally  he found this place the same way we did.


  Sally shook her head in despair and walked into the shadows, where no one could see her. She leant against the wall and massaged her temples. Maybe Winston was right and she had overreacted. It
  wouldnt be the first time either. Every day the pressure of being cooped up in here was getting harder and harder to handle. A year ago, all shed had to worry about was getting the
  kids to and from school and getting herself to work on time. Now here she was, hiding in a storage depot with strangers, eating cold food from a can, shitting in a bucket in full view of the
  others, fearing for her safety every second of every minute of every hour of every day . . . if shed known what her life was going to become, shed probably have ended it when the
  troubles first began.


  They tried to ration the food, but they were starving, and more than half of it was gone within an hour: desperate hunger temporarily silenced with a decent amount of food
  after weeks of being drip-fed scraps. It didnt matter. Eating was a distraction which helped reduce the tension in the shelter for a precious few minutes. Sally looked around at the few
  faces she could see in the low light. Eight-year-old Charlotte stared back at her from the corner where she always sat, surrounded by the barricade of traffic cones shed built around
  herself, her face as pale as ever. The two other children sat close by, Chlo fast asleep, eleven-year-old Jake dutifully sitting beside her, drawing shapes in the dirt with a stick. On the
  opposite side of the room, Jean Walker and Kerry Hayes spoke together in hushed whispers about nothing of any importance. Sally had thought Kerry beautiful when shed first met her, but her
  full figure had wasted away to nothing since theyd barricaded themselves in here. She looked anorexic now: all protruding bones, stretched skin and straw-like hair. In the opposite corner,
  Brian Greene did his best to disguise the fact that he was crying again . . .


  A packet of stale biscuits (what luxury, Sally thought to herself dejectedly) was being passed around. She took one, but stopped before she ate it, distracted suddenly by a low rumbling in the
  distance.


  Did anyone hear that?


  Hear what? Kerry asked, immediately concerned.


  I thought I heard something, she said, already beginning to doubt herself. It sounded like an engine.


  Theres nothing, Fisher said quickly, scowling at her. Just them moving around up there. Either that or your imagination . . .


  He was probably right. She couldnt hear anything now. Sally passed the packet on to the man sitting next to her  the new arrival. Hed hardly spoken since hed got
  here, but it was pretty obvious he was as desperate as the rest of them: he was a scrawny bag of skin and bone, and he had a haunted expression etched permanently onto his weary face. He took the
  biscuits from Sally and passed them on without saying a word.


  He waited for a few minutes longer before quietly getting up and slipping further
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