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      Holding his little boy as he shook in his arms, sobs rocking his slim body, Chris couldn't help but think of the baby he once was in the delivery ward. It didn't matter that he was ten years old; his tears always returned him to infancy in Chris' eyes. Pulling him tight, he kissed the top of his head, screwing his nose up at the smell of damp coming from his hair. "It's okay, mate. Daddy's here for you. Daddy will always be here for you."

      Shivering by the slightly ajar window, the heating having been cut off months before, Michael looked at his father. His mask of grief twisted his dirty face. "Why, Dad? Why did they do it? Why did they leave us?"

      After running a hand through his thick and greasy hair, Chris pulled his son in tight. What could he say to him? The truth wasn't an option. The truth would destroy him. When Michael squirmed, Chris eased his grip. "I don't know why they chose to leave. Things are quite a mess at the moment. Maybe your mum was worried they wouldn't get any better."

      A film of tears magnified Michael's blue eyes. Two azure pools, fear stirring in their depths as they searched Chris' face. "But things will get better, won't they? They have to."

      Swallowing back the painful lump in his throat, Chris turned away from his boy, his own tears burning his eyes.

      "Dad?"

      Without replying, Chris scanned the room. They were in the guest bedroom. It was the smallest and therefore easiest to keep warm. With no gas and electricity, all they had were sheets and blankets to insulate themselves with. Having cleared out all of the other rooms, every blanket and throw in the house was now covering the floor. It made it impossible to see the carpet beneath.

      When Michael tugged on his arm, Chris looked down at him.

      "Things will get better, won't they?"

      Scratching his beard, Chris stared at his boy and the hope that lifted his features. Drawing a deep breath, the smell of rot and mildew filled his sinuses, and Chris forced the words out. "Yes, Michael, they will."

      "What if they don't?"

      Holding the back of Michael's head, Chris scratched his bare neck beneath his long hair. It was something he'd always done to him since he was a baby. It was the part of Michael he loved most. It was always soft and warm. "All I can promise you, Michael, is that I'll give every atom of my being to protect you. I can't guarantee everything will be okay, and you have to learn how to survive in this world, but I'll do what I—"

      Before he could finish, a loud crash exploded outside.

      Keeping his hand on the back of his son's neck, Chris pressed a finger to his lips and stared at Michael until he acknowledged his command with a nod. Dropping into a crouch, he walked over to the red velvet curtains and pulled the slightest edge of one back.

      Disturbing the curtain freed a rush of cold that jumped forward, planting a tingling bite onto the exposed skin on Chris' face. One of the windows had been left ajar to combat the damp reek in the room. It meant there was more ice on the inside of the pane than on the outside.

      Squinting to see through the frosting on the glass, Chris looked down at the front gates. When there was order in society, they prevented miscreants from entering without permission. But the need for permission had vanished with the threat of consequence. People did what the fuck they wanted now. The once-potent enforcer of the cul-de-sac's privacy now lay on the ground, the black iron twisted and buckled, a powerful image of how little regard the new world paid it. The plan Chris had of hiding in his house like a cowering fox had seemed like a good idea. That was until the hounds arrived.

      The slight body of his boy leaned into his side. Reaching down, Chris stroked Michael's cold cheek. How was someone so innocent supposed to deal with this world? Maybe Diane was right to do what she did. Maybe he should have followed her lead.

      After peering outside, Michael spoke in a whisper. "What's going on?"

      The truck that had blown the gates aside was a black and battered Ford F-150. Despite the peppering of dents and chipped paintwork, it didn't look very old. It must have come from the American car importers down the road. Where else would someone get an American truck in London?

      On the front of the truck was a huge battering ram that protruded from it like a steel pillar. It was about six feet long and four feet in diameter. It gave the truck a fierce nose, which looked like it had been utilized many times. Shaking as he stared at it, Chris frowned so hard it hurt. What would it do to his front door?

      Pushing the panic from his mind, Chris counted the heads of the men on the truck. Seven filthy looters bulked up with so many layers of clothes they waddled as they moved. Their breaths were visible in the cold air.

      With Michael still pressed to his side, Chris sighed as he took in the weapons of each individual member. There were steel bars with spikes, baseball bats wrapped in razor wire, long knives and swords, and even a tennis racket that looked like the edges had been sharpened to be as keen as the deadliest blade. Each weapon, without exception, looked like they could end a life with great efficiency. If the men's fierce scowls and blood-splattered clothes were anything to go by, then each weapon already had.

      Pulling away from the curtains, Chris put a hand on his boy's head, and Michael looked up. "They look like looters, mate."

      A loud crunch pulled Chris' attention back outside. The truck had driven over one of the neighborhood kids’ bikes. As buckled as the gates, it lay on the ground, a distortion of what it once was. The truck stopped, and the men vaulted off the back, their weapons raised, thick scowls on their dirty faces.

      Pulling back into the room, Chris said, "We need to be careful around these men. They're dangerous. Very fucking dangerous."

      When Michael's eyes flew wide, Chris shook his head. "You can't be shocked about me swearing anymore. This is a different world from the one you've known. A different and much darker world. Swearing is the least of your worries."

      Nodding, Michael said, "What do we do?"

      Glancing outside again, the men limbering up as they stood in front of number one in the cul-de-sac, Chris chewed the inside of his mouth. Without looking back at Michael this time, he said, "We wait." What else could they do?

      When the cab door opened and the driver stepped out, a cold chill snaked through Chris' body. Black-haired and standing at about five feet and ten inches, the man looked like he was in his mid to late thirties. His angry skin was red and seemed to writhe like his body was a prison of rage—a prison where the ratio of guards to inmates was stretched so thin, chaos could erupt at any moment. Violence coursed through this man's veins.

      A closer look at his suit, and Chris' stomach sank. It was so encrusted with what could have only been blood, it hung from him like cardboard rather than fabric. In his hand was a sawed-off shotgun. Dark shadows sat beneath his eyes as if oblivion lived inside of his skull.

      One of the men walked up to their leader. It was the one with the sharpened tennis racket.

      What a strange choice of weapon.

      "Which house first, Dean?"

      Looking at the line of men standing in front of number one, Dean pointed his gun at the house and nodded.

      "That's Tommy's house."

      Dropping down into a hunch, Chris gripped his boy's slim shoulders so hard he saw him wince. "You've got to keep your voice down. They can't know we're here."

      When Michael's eyebrows pinched in the middle, Chris shook his head, and his tense shoulders sagged. "Sorry, mate, but please remember to keep it down, yeah?"

      Before Michael could reply, the roar of another diesel engine sounded out, and Chris looked back out of the window. It was another Ford F-150. This one was blue and had a cage on the back that was full to bursting with enough food to feed a small army, which is exactly what they were. It was mostly packets of dried food and tins, but there was a live pig tied up and stacked like all of the other objects in the congested cage. It looked exhausted, its tongue lolling from the side of its mouth. Why were they keeping it alive?

      When the truck stopped, two men emerged. One was a slight, dark-skinned man in a trench coat. He looked like he should be on the early train to the city rather than with this collection of thieves and murderers. The driver was a huge black man who was at least six feet and four inches and was dressed in blue jeans, thick boots, and a heavy, sheepskin jacket. He was built like a heavyweight boxer and dressed like he was delivering a skip. He walked around the truck, shaking the cage at random points.

      The leader changed his tone when he addressed the big man. It was softer, more tolerant. "Everything okay, George?"

      The large man looked over at their leader through weary eyes. The giddiness clear in the other members was markedly missing from him. "Everything's fine. I just wanted to check that nothing's worked its way free on the journey." A kindness settled into his posture as he gazed at the pig and stroked it.

      Although Chris saw his lips moving as he stared at the creature, it was impossible to hear what he was saying.

      Pointing at the animal, he raised his voice. "We hit a few potholes on the way in. You know what these fucking roads are like now. I just want to make sure she's okay." He then pulled his coat tight against himself and shivered as he returned his attention to the pig.

      By his side again, Michael whispered. "They have a lot of food."

      "They do."

      "Do you think they'll leave us some if they come into our house?"

      Chris didn't reply.

      When the third truck pulled into the close, Chris' stomach churned and pushed bile up his throat. He swallowed the bitter mucus. Why hadn't he pulled Michael away from the window earlier? It was too late to move him now. It wasn't like he could un-see it. Besides, if he was to survive in this world, he needed to learn what people were capable of.

      The next blue truck was identical to the second. The boy's face fell slack and he pulled his blond fringe from his eyes as if un-obscuring his view would show him a different reality to the one unfolding outside. "What's that truck for?"

      When Chris exhaled, his cheeks puffed out. Like the second truck, this one also had a cage welded to the back. The cage was about the same size as the other one, but instead of being loaded with food, it was full to bursting with women. Some were pressed so tightly against the bars they winced every time they hit a bump or lump in the road, the metal cage clearly grating against their skin. What else could he tell his boy other than the truth? How do you protect a child's innocence in a world like this? "It's for keeping women."

      "Their women?"

      Rubbing his face, Chris left his hands covering his eyes and stared into the darkness of his palms. "I don't think so; I think they've stolen them and taken them as slaves. It would appear they're looting for women and girls as well as food."

      "Oh." Frowning, Michael stared at the floor for a few seconds before looking up again. "Why would they steal women?"

      That was enough truth for one day. "Because they're bad men."

      Perking up, Michael raised his eyebrows. "Do you think Mum and Matilda are in there? Maybe we could steal them back?"

      Now wasn't the time to tell him the truth about his mother and sister. Looking out of the window again, pretending to scan the dirty and broken faces in the cage on the back of the third truck, Chris said, "I can't see them." Of course he couldn't bloody see them.

      "Do you think they'll leave my chocolate, Dad? I've been careful to make that last as long as possible. I've sucked just one square every night."

      Blinking several times did nothing to stop Chris' eyes from watering. Dropping down and hugging his boy, Chris let his silent tears fall onto Michael's dirty head. "Maybe." Clearing his throat, he repeated, "Maybe. What we need to accept is that they will take whatever they want, and there are too many of them for us to argue."

      Michael said, "Hmm."

      Chris scanned the room again. With no television, no electricity, no gas, and no physical energy because of their poor diet, the life they'd chosen beneath the bedclothes had seemed to be the most sensible option at the time. What
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