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      ‘Okay, switch with me,’ Alan Graf said, allowing Ellis Webster to climb over him into the Range Rover’s driver’s seat. ‘Have you got the wheel?’

      ‘Got it.’

      Alan glanced over his shoulder at Nikki Henderson, sitting in the back seat, holding the spotlight steady. She looked at him and nodded.

      ‘If something goes wrong, don’t hesitate,’ Alan told Ellis. ‘Get away. Save yourself.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Mr. Graf.’ The boy gave Alan a thumbs-up that made it look as though he were enjoying himself.

      ‘Okay.’

      Alan climbed into the back beside Nikki. Ellis, squatting down in the seat to reach the pedals, put the car into reverse and stamped on the accelerator.

      ‘Hold it straight!’ Alan shouted as the Range Rover slammed into the barn door, knocking it open. Immediately, Nikki switched on the spotlight, and something lithe and snakelike gave a terrified squeal and rushed past them, banging the barn door back against the wall on its way outside.

      ‘Now!’

      Alan and Nikki jumped out, running back into the barn. At the very rear, hay bales had held tarpaulin over a pile of stacked grain sacks. There wasn’t much grain left in the store, Alan could tell at once. Most of the visible sacks had been ripped to shreds, their contents devoured. Handfuls of usable grain lay on the straw that covered the barn’s concrete floor, but he wouldn’t allow them to take it. There was too great a risk of contamination.

      Frustrated, he kicked a couple of useless sacks aside, angry at another wasted trip. He had thought they had found something this time, at long last. Perhaps something that would keep them going for more than a day or two, long enough that just for a while they could forget about their endless, gnawing hunger.

      ‘Alan. Over here. Look.’

      Nikki had circled the shredded pile and pushed aside a pair of bales to reveal a black tarpaulin underneath, a lower level, untouched.

      He went to her, helping to clear away the bales and the remains of the sacks on top. He pulled a knife from his belt and gently sliced through the tarpaulin, ripping it open to reveal what was hidden beneath.

      ‘More grain sacks,’ Nikki said. ‘Jackpot.’

      He looked at her and smiled. ‘Let’s load what we can.’

      Taking one end each, they hauled the first sack to the Range Rover and threw it into the open back. They were just bringing a fourth when the horn blared.

      ‘There’s one coming!’ Ellis screamed out of the driver’s side window. ‘Hurry!’

      Alan looked at the sacks they were yet to shift, aware that now unearthed, the first dinosaurs to find them would devour everything that was left. Still, it was a better result than he could have hoped for.

      ‘Back to the car,’ he said to Nikki.

      They climbed in, slamming the doors. Nikki pulled the spotlight around, making it face the front. It had proved as effective a deterrent as any against the dinosaurs that were appearing with increasing frequency. They had nothing that could kill the giant lizards, but many of them would scatter like birds at a bright light or sudden noise.

      ‘Go!’ Alan shouted, then groaned as the Range Rover lurched forwards, wheels spinning on the straw before catching on the concrete below. His stomach lurched as Ellis sent them surging forward, heading for the farm lane leading out of the valley, just as something came rushing in from their left-hand side, whip-like tail swishing through the air. ‘Down!’ he shouted at Nikki, grabbing her arm and pulling her into the middle as the dinosaur’s tail slammed the passenger side of the car, buckling the rear door. For a moment the car rocked up into the air and Alan thought they were lost. Then they bumped down and the wheels caught, leaving the dinosaur circling around behind them.

      Nikki, sprawled across the middle of the back seat, looked up at Alan, mouthed thanks, then pulled the spotlight up to face out of the rear window.

      ‘Wait until it’s closer,’ Alan said. ‘We’ll only get one chance at surprising it.’

      She nodded, then pointed at a metal prong lying in the footwell. Alan lifted it without a word, leaning close to the side window. It had once been a gardening tool, a saw extendable to nine feet for cutting the branches off trees, but he had drilled a hole in the handle of a heavy-duty carving knife and fitted it instead.

      ‘Alan!’

      He spun around at Ellis’s cry. Another dinosaur bounded towards them straight down the farm lane, by the look of it a large herbivore. With the dinosaur towering over the car, all Alan could do was scream at Ellis to steer as tight into the hedge as he could as the creature thundered past.

      It missed them, agile on legs the size of tree trunks, but another, coming behind, clipped the side of the car, causing it to jackknife across the road. Facing sideways on, they could only cower in horror as a dozen more of the prancing creatures came bounding down the farm lane. Most of them jumped right over the car, but one landed on the rear, crushing the back window. Alan gaped in terror as the wind gusted through the shattered safety glass.

      As the last dinosaur hurdled over, he could barely bring himself to speak. It was Nikki who reacted first, reaching up to squeeze Ellis’s shoulder. Without a word, the boy swung the car around, the Range Rover lurching on a blown left rear tyre. With part of the exhaust scraping along the ground, the battered car limped up the farm lane and out onto the main road. Here, abandoned cars littered the road like the corpses of giant, sundried bugs, but over the last weeks many had been pushed into verges by other groups coming through, either scavengers or massive dinosaurs, barging the abandoned cars aside as though they were no more than toys.

      Having spent some time scouting the surrounding area, Alan had made a map of which roads were clear and which were still impassable. Still too stunned to speak, he tapped Ellis’s shoulder to indicate where he should turn left or right.

      ‘We’ll have to dump the car,’ Nikki said.

      Alan nodded. ‘After.’

      ‘Home!’ Ellis cried triumphantly from the front as they turned into the small village and bumped to the kerb outside the three-storey apartment block in which they had been holed up for the last three weeks.

      Alan picked up the makeshift spear and pushed his way out. While the worst buckling had happened next to Nikki, both sides had suffered damage. Neither his own nor Ellis’s door would open normally, so he shouldered the door open, then waited for the others to get out. Nikki, holding the spotlight, hurried around to the car’s rear as Alan ran for the building’s entrance, Ellis behind him. He checked the front door quickly and found it still secure. Without a word, Ellis retrieved the key from beneath the dead pine tree in the stone pot beside the door, then let himself inside, waiting in the narrow lobby as Alan went back to the car.

      Nikki looked at him and shrugged. Two of the four bags they had loaded were damaged, their contents spread everywhere. Together they carried the other two inside the lobby and then locked Ellis inside. The boy watched them through a glass window as Alan climbed into the driver’s seat.

      The Range Rover started with a wheeze. When Alan slipped it into drive, however, the car didn’t move.

      ‘Handbrake?’ Nikki asked.

      Alan checked, then shook his head. Leaving the door open, he climbed out, then put his shoulder to the inside of the frame.

      ‘Help me with it,’ he said. ‘If we can just get it moving downhill….’

      Nikki went to the other side. Counting to three, Alan heaved on the car while Nikki let out a gasp of frustration from the other side.

      ‘One more,’ Alan said. ‘On three—’

      They shoved again. This time something caught in the bowels of the damaged vehicle, and it began to move forward. Alan ran alongside it for a couple of seconds, then jumped into the driver’s seat.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Nikki shouted.

      ‘If I can just get it a little further away—’

      ‘Look at the sky!’

      Alan glanced up and gasped. Two dark shapes had appeared on the horizon, moving their way.

      The car was moving too quickly downhill to jump safely free now. Alan had no choice but to wait until the road began to angle back uphill. He steered the car into the verge, then rolled free, landing with a hard thump on the grass.

      As he stood up, brushing himself down, the car slammed into a couple of others a short distance up ahead and wheezed to another stop.

      Alan looked back. Half a mile from their safe house, it would at least keep foraging dinosaurs smelling the spilt grain away from their door. As he looked up into the sky, however, he felt the energy draining out of him like a deflating balloon.

      The two shapes were much closer, gliding low, the size of biplanes, their heads turning slowly back and forth as they scanned the ground for prey. Pteranodons, they looked as close to their images in Ellis’s book as any of the dinosaurs they had seen. They were huge, streamlined and deadly.

      And he was out in the open.

      For creatures that size, no car would be protection. There were houses along this section of street, but what time might he waste trying to force a way in? There was a bridge, but that would mean running towards them.

      He set off back up the street, running as hard as he could. For a moment he remembered his rugby days, racing along the touchline as the other team’s players came in for the tackle, diving, arms stretching. One more step and he’d be through—

      He felt something give in his chest, a muscle stretched too far, perhaps, and the reality of his forty-seven years—the last thirty without any significant exercise—came rushing back to haunt him.

      Stumbling to a halt, he barely dared to look back. When he did, the thing was almost upon him, swooping low, wings spread wide. He couldn’t help but marvel at the majesty of it, this prehistoric beast that had no right to even exist in this day and age.

      Its claws lowered like the undercarriage of an aircraft and were almost as large, easily big enough to scoop him up, to rip him to shreds. He could only wonder whether it would be quick, how much it would hurt—

      ‘Alan! Run!’

      The voice shook him out of the trance and he turned away from the swooping pteranodon, stumbling into a run that increased as the adrenalin hit. He looked up to see their safehouse no more than a hundred yards ahead, and Nikki, sprinting away from it, towards him, the opposite way to safety—

      ‘Down!’

      His stumbling gait helped him to the ground, sprawling flat. Nikki crouched over him, the spotlight held above her head. The pteranodon was almost upon them, the downthrust of its wings blowing dust into Alan’s eyes. He waited for the claws to rip and tear his body, only for the creature to give a torturous shriek.

      Nikki’s hand closed over his wrist. ‘Move, now.’

      She pulled him up and they stumbled together up the street. Alan risked a glance back and saw the first pteranodon, disorientated, obstructing the second, which turned and swooped back up into the air. As it wheeled around to make another dive, Alan felt Nikki close to his face.

      ‘The battery’s nearly dead.’

      The first pteranodon had gone, looking for easier prey. The second came swooping in, gliding low.

      ‘Over the wall!’

      Nikki pushed Alan forward. He tumbled over the low stone wall, crashing into the weeds below. Nikki landed half on top of him, grunting as she rolled over, the spotlight falling out of her hand.

      ‘Mr. Graf! Nikki!’

      Alan looked up, heart in his throat. ‘Ellis, no … get back inside!’

      The boy ignored him. As the pteranodon swooped overhead, so low that Alan’s nostrils filled with a damp, earthy scent, Ellis threw something out of the open doorway. It hit the path and exploded, a loud crack bringing a shriek from the dinosaur as it wheeled away.

      A firecracker. Alan pushed Nikki ahead of him and staggered up the path and through the doorway.

      The heavy wooden door closed with a deep thud, shutting out the world. As Ellis hurried through a second door that led to stairs, Alan reached out for Nikki’s arm, spinning her around.

      ‘Don’t ever come for me again.’

      ‘You’d be dead if I hadn’t.’

      ‘And if you were dead? Who would look after the boy? You have to think about the boy.’

      ‘Like you did?’

      ‘I made a mistake.’

      Nikki jerked her arm away. ‘Maybe we both did.’

      Alan sighed. He opened his mouth to offer thanks, but Nikki had already gone, heading up the stairs. Alan, feeling more bruise than man, staggered after her.
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      A couple of pieces of badly fitting wood nailed together, sticking out of the wet grass. Mark Raine leaned forward and adjusted it, making sure it was straight, then stepped back. His daughter Hannah squatted down and laid a bunch of wildflowers at the cross’s base, then reached out for Mark’s hand.

      He wanted to say something, a few words which had meaning. He had gone over in his mind a thousand times what he might say when the time came, but now, as he stared at the cross, planted in the grass in the graveyard’s corner with no body underneath, of course, because … just because, and no words would come. He stared at the two words on the cross, written in black marker pen, the most permanent one he could find.

      Amanda Raine.

      If there was ever a chance to come back and add something more permanent, he would do so in a moment. It was a big if, however. Once they moved on, they might never come back. There might be nothing to come back to.

      ‘Dad … we should go.’

      He nodded. The unseasonable cold meant many of the most dangerous dinosaurs would be resting, saving their energy. It also meant the marauders who prowled the roads might be keeping undercover too.

      Hannah started to pull him away. He resisted a moment, staring at his wife’s name, all that he had to hold on to.

      ‘I love you. We both love you.’

      A tear beaded in the corner of his eye. He didn’t care if Hannah saw it; they had both cried themselves out long before.

      ‘Dad….’

      He glanced at his daughter, just fifteen years old, and felt a pang of regret for the years he’d missed, the years he’d been in prison over a stupid mistake. He tried to hug her, wanting to hold the young woman she had become, but she pushed him away, hushing him with a sharp ‘shh!’

      Instinctively, they both dropped to the ground. He didn’t need Hannah to say anything more; he could feel the approaching herd in the ground below him. He turned, looking left, up the river valley, catching the sharp crack of breaking branches.

      ‘The church,’ he said. ‘Quickly now.’

      He tried to hold her hand but she was quicker than him, taking the lead as they dodged between ancient leaning gravestones across grass that had been cropped down to its roots. They reached a gravel path leading up to the church as the first of the massive dinosaurs appeared among the trees at the far end of the churchyard. For a moment he stopped, mesmerised by the creature’s sheer size.

      He had seen bones in museums. Documentaries on television. Even supposedly life-sized models in amusement parks, fibreglass monstrosities with slides down the tails and lookout points inside the hollow mouths. Yet seeing one, a real one thundering towards him on legs as wide as the church door, a body the size of a lorry, a neck so long its head towered over the surrounding trees … it left him breathless.

      ‘Dad! Have you got a death wish? Come on!’

      Hannah grabbed his arm, jerking him sideways into the church porch. He made it beneath the stone arch just as the first beast lumbered past, a sauropod of some kind, diplodocus, brachiosaurus.

      He only knew a few names, didn’t care to learn more. None he had seen looked much like the pictures anyway. Some were all feathers; others had spiny defensive ridges along necks and backs; others had camouflaging stripes that looked like fur.

      ‘Back, Dad!’

      Hannah dragged him through the porch as one of the dinosaurs slammed against it, turning the ancient church entrance into a pile of stone and mortar. They backed away through the nave, past the remains of pews broken up for firewood, pages of shredded Bibles fluttering around their feet.

      Another collided with the church, and the wall around the inner door collapsed, creating a gaping hole to the outside. More dinosaurs thundered past; Mark tried counting but gave up at eleven. Hannah clung to his side, her arm wrapped around him, and for a few moments neither of them could find the energy to move.

      ‘They’re just so … big,’ Mark muttered.

      The last one rushed past, and the air stilled, the only sound the gentle cascade of damaged masonry around the collapsed entrance. Dust clouds settled around them, the wind resuming its position as background noise.

      ‘Why were they running?’ Mark gasped. ‘They’ve probably wrecked half the town.’

      ‘Dad … we have to get out of sight.’

      ‘Out of—’

      A deep, throaty snarl came from outside. Mark pushed Hannah behind him, then reached for the handgun on his belt before thinking better of it. Better to save bullets for a fight he had a chance of winning.

      ‘The tower,’ he said, but Hannah shook her head. ‘We’ll be trapped. The crypt.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Behind the altar. June and Dave found it.’

      Mark nodded. For the first three weeks that their group had been hiding out in Tavistock’s old town hall, he had been flat on his back, sick from malnourishment. His fever had become so bad that Hannah had thought she would lose both parents. By the time he was able to get up and move around, the others in their group, June Lammonby, Lilian Weekes and Dave Brussells, had explored much of the town, scavenging what they could, stockpiling food, locating safe places.

      Hannah led her dad behind the altar, pulling up a wooden trapdoor. A set of stone steps led down into the dark. Mark pulled out a torch from his belt and waved Hannah in front of him, then closed the trapdoor and followed her down. At the bottom, they found themselves in a low, claustrophobic space with a dirt floor. Along the walls were a series of ancient coffins set into alcoves.

      A thunderous roar from above announced that the creature had followed them inside. From the thud of its footfall and the crunch of crushed wood, Mark could tell it was big, maybe a tyrannosaur or allosaurus. Again, he cared little for the distinction; over a certain size it no longer mattered how it was labelled. It would kill them, no matter what picture book image it most resembled, rip them to shreds.

      They squatted in a space between two dusty coffins. The entrance to the crypt was too narrow for a creature of significant size to enter; Mark’s biggest fear was that it would destroy the trapdoor and leave them exposed to smaller predators. Nasty, snappy things no bigger than chickens hunted in packs of dozens, and could strip a human down to its bones in minutes. His gun would kill the first three or four, but they would keep coming like a relentless tide, unstoppable.

      ‘It’s right above us,’ Hannah whispered, as the stone walls around them reverberated. As the creature moved, mortar broke away from the ceiling and cascaded down around them. Stone pillars and vaulted arches supported the church floor overhead, but how much did one of those things weigh? If it prowled around too long—

      The predator let out a sudden violent roar, which was followed by the crash of falling masonry. Mark held Hannah close, waiting for the dust to settle. For long minutes they waited, listening for the sounds of the creature, the vibrations of its footfall.

      ‘I think it’s gone,’ Hannah whispered at last.

      ‘Wait here. I’ll go and look.’

      Holding the torch with one hand while using the other to keep his sleeve over his mouth, Mark found the bottom of the stairs and crept up. To his relief the trapdoor was intact, seemingly undamaged.

      When he went to lift it, however, it didn’t move. Something heavy lay across it, holding it down.

      Mark leaned his weight against it, pushing with all his might, but it was no good. It was stuck fast.

      They were trapped in the crypt, and no one knew they were there.
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      One morning there was a skyline; the next it was gone.

      The bomb ripped them from sleep, throwing them out of the bed where they had lain side by side, a pillow between them to protect Emily’s modesty, as Kenny liked to put it. They came to their senses in a room filled with dust and smoke, their ears ringing, every muscle in their bodies reverberating as though they’d been stuck inside a giant bell at the stroke of midnight.

      The night had been filled with the thud of helicopter blades, the rattle of machine-gun fire, and the terrified screeching of giant beasts. Who fought who, who might be on the winning side, neither Kenny Green nor Emily Grenfell cared as they drifted in and out of sleep, exhausted from yet another day trying to survive.

      She had promised him countryside, but it was harder to scavenge out of London. Less stuff lay around waiting to be taken, with fewer places to hide when a monster either in the guise of beast or man came lumbering through. They had survived a tyrannosaur attack by hiding in the basement of a house reduced to rubble, avoided a biker gang with four hours spent sitting in the upper branches of a tree.

      Despite the tranquillity of fields, hills and rivers when they weren’t running for their lives, Kenny missed the close confines of the city, a million nooks and crannies in which to conceal themselves while the madness rolled on by.

      After a swarm of the evil chicken-sized things with the whippy tails came rushing through one night while they cowered on the second floor of a fire-gutted warehouse praying to a god that clearly didn’t exist, he almost convinced her that it would be safer to return.

      Thank the same absent god that she had refused.

      Now, as they stood on the roof of a looted supermarket, watching the stream of dust-covered, zombie-like survivors staggering out of the nuked remains of London, they stayed close to each other as though they had nothing else left in the world.

      And really, it might have actually been true. Kenny had no family. Emily’s mother was dead, and her father’s whereabouts were unknown.

      ‘What do you reckon it was?’ Kenny asked, just loud enough for Emily to hear over the moaning of the injured, the cries of the dying.

      Emily just shook her head. ‘Do I look like I can name different types of nuclear bombs? Big, but not too big, or we’d be dead too.’

      The last dusty, leaning road sign they had seen said Enfield 19 miles. They were close enough to see, not close enough to die.

      ‘Well, it wasn’t a bloody gas leak, that’s for sure,’ Kenny said. Emily, tears in her eyes, punched him weakly on the arm, gave him a grim smile and then looked away again.

      The cloud had still been there when a hazy, reluctant sun had come up, a pluming mushroom slowly dissipating into the air. Grit had fallen all over the roof, some of it in fist-sized chunks. Luckily they’d been sleeping, holed up in an office room set up for overnight security staff.

      Like mice smoked out of holes, the survivors of London kept coming, an endless stream of misery, leaning on each other for support, sometimes tumbling forward onto the road, tripping over nothing but their own misery, never to rise. Kenny and Emily watched, helpless, horrified, yet unable to look away as for hours people stumbled past, some carrying bags or dragging cases, wheeling bicycles, pushchairs, prams, pushing children or pets in shopping trolleys. The screams were enough to make Kenny rip a couple of threads off his frayed jeans and stuff them into his ears, even though nothing would stop the incessant ring left from the bomb blast.

      Sometimes animals came through too. Kenny saw a couple of horses, even an elephant, a gaping flesh wound on its side, a trail of blood left in its wake. And then there were the dinosaurs, bouncing things the size of small cars that broke through the legion of dying people like a foot crashing through dominoes. Smaller predators appeared, picking shamelessly at the weak, dragging them away, ripping them apart by the roadside while others staggered past.

      A giant sauropod, limping on one damaged front leg, collapsed right across from where Kenny and Emily watched, crashing down onto the shopfront of a burned out TGI Fridays, the remains of the building collapsing under it. A tyrannosaur, the only thing capable of invoking a look of fear from the numbed people, staggered through, ripped a couple of people apart as though unable to deny its instinct even in the midst of its death throes, then collapsed in the middle of the street. Within minutes, the displaced were climbing over its still warm corpse no differently to any other obstruction, while a few of the chicken-sized predators began to gnaw at its feet.

      Emily wanted to leave, to either join the departing stream of people or to help where they could, but Kenny argued against it, eventually wrestling her to the ground, screaming into her face that a few damn plasters and a tube of Germolene wouldn’t save the world.

      Eventually she came around, and they holed themselves up in an attic space while a few of the more able-bodied survivors ransacked the supermarket, stripping away every last item of value.

      And in the end, the stream of people began to thin, and one morning there were none at all, just a scattering of bodies lying in the road, picked at by scavengers.
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      ‘We’re low on food.’

      ‘You want to head back into the city, see what we can scavenge?’

      Emily shook her head. ‘You know anything that’s left could be contaminated, don’t you? You do know what radiation is?’

      Kenny shrugged. ‘It should be all right if it’s in a can.’

      ‘It’ll probably be worse if it’s in a can. The metal will react to the radiation. Don’t you know anything?’

      ‘I didn’t go to school, remember?’

      Emily sighed. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘A bunch of stupid mathematical equations won’t help you survive on the streets.’

      ‘Yeah, but they might help you figure out whether you’re likely to survive jumping from a window or not.’

      Kenny shrugged. ‘Let’s hope we don’t have to find out. I’ll take the stairs if there’s any going.’

      ‘So what’s our plan? I say we continue heading to the coast.’

      ‘Yeah, but not following those people. The monsters will smell all the death and trail after, picking them off. I saw we head due north, angling away.’

      ‘Look at you with all your maths and angles.’

      Kenny pushed her. ‘Sod off.’

      As she looked away, though, he saw her grin.
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      They had no good options, so in the end they picked the least bad, heading north away from London, but aiming for Chelmsford, which to Kenny looked big enough that they might find food to scavenge but not so big that many people would head there. Emily had wanted to head further north to Cambridge, but Kenny had said there would be too many toffs, and toffs had a habit of talking too much but getting nothing done. For once, Emily had agreed with him.
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      She was nudging him in the ribs again. He pushed her hand away, but now he felt her knee pressing into his back.

      ‘Jesus Christ, what is it? I was trying to sleep.’

      ‘I can hear something outside.’

      He instantly woke up, sitting bolt upright. Emily, illuminated by a battery lamp she was holding on her lap, lay beside him, fully clothed as he was, always ready to move at a moment’s notice.

      ‘One of those monsters? People?’

      Emily shook her head. ‘It sounded like a dog.’

      ‘Well, it wasn’t. We haven’t seen any except a few pets with those people. The monsters have killed them all.’

      ‘It was definitely a dog. Come on. I’m going to take a look.’

      ‘What are we going to do with a dog?’

      ‘We’ll worry about that later. You can come or stay here. It’s up to you.’

      It was clear she was going whether he wanted her to or not, and the thought of her heading into danger knotted his stomach. He had lost her once; he would never lose her again. He scrambled up and hurried after her as she headed for the door.

      Their safehouse for the last two nights had been an abandoned chain hotel on one side of a three-lane roundabout on Chelmsford’s outskirts, in a natural bowl with a motorway passing by on one side and open fields on the other. The kitchens had been emptied, but beneath a collapsed shelving unit in a storeroom they had found a handful of cans, mostly vegetables, but a can of all-day breakfast had cheered Kenny up like nothing else, even if Emily had preferred a tin of chopped vegetables to one of salty, ketchup-soaked goodness.

      Now, as they stood inside the lobby’s glass doors, Kenny couldn’t think of any worse idea than going outside in the dark.

      Emily cupped her hands around the glass and peered out. A couple of solar-powered streetlights, one now standing at a forty-five degree angle, pushed back the gloom to the edge of the car park.

      ‘I can’t see anything.’

      ‘Of course you can’t. It’s dark.’

      ‘I meant a dog. I can’t see one.’

      ‘That’s probably because there isn’t one.’

      Emily pushed open the door and stepped outside.

      ‘Jesus Christ, what are you doing?’

      Afraid the dark would swallow her if he let her go too far alone, Kenny pushed through the door to stand at her shoulder.

      ‘You’re crazy.’

      She smiled. ‘And you followed me. What does that make you?’

      ‘A lunatic.’

      Before she could reply, a dog’s sharp, terrified bark broke the night’s silence.

      ‘I told you.’

      ‘No, that was definitely not … not a … not a dog. That was a dog, wasn’t it?’

      Emily pointed across the car park at the road. ‘It came from over there. On the other side of the car park.’

      ‘Yeah, well, good luck with that. Not all of those monsters sleep at night.’

      Emily ignored him and started jogging across the car park. Kenny groaned, then looked around him for anything resembling a weapon. The only thing nearby was a lump of broken kerbstone which he hefted in his hand and ran after her.

      He caught up with her by the side of the roundabout. The lights that had once ringed it had all gone out, and only the lights from the hotel car park revealed a dim view of devastation. Crushed cars blocked every exit; the traffic island in the middle had been gouged and trampled.

      And from somewhere over there in the dark came a single distressed bark.

      ‘It sounds rabid,’ Kenny said.

      ‘There’s no rabies in the UK.’

      ‘Well, there didn’t used to be dinosaurs either, but I suppose we have to reassess that assumption,’ Kenny said.

      ‘I’m not leaving it to die.’

      ‘Sooner or later it’ll die anyway, and it’ll probably help us along the way. Damn thing making this much noise in the middle of the night—’

      Emily ignored him. He watched her dodge between abandoned cars over to the traffic island. For a moment he thought about leaving her, letting her sort it out herself, but a feeling of dread came over him, and he dashed after her across the road.

      He caught up with her halfway up the slope of the traffic island, standing in a bowl of mud and rocks dug out by gigantic passing feet. Right at the top of the slope, in the very middle, was a metal pole that might once have been topped by lights or some signboard or whatever. Kenny didn’t know because sometime over the last few weeks of hell it had been snapped in half and the top half lost somewhere. Now it tilted at a slight angle twenty feet high.

      And something was twisting around its base, something blacker than the night.

      ‘It’s there,’ Emily said. ‘Good doggy.’

      The dog, obviously suspicious, let out a savage bark in their direction, before turning its attention back to something on the other side of the slope.

      Something that was shifting back and forth as though waiting for its moment to strike.

      ‘Oh man, we need to get out of here.’

      ‘No. I’m not going to let it die.’

      ‘You have no idea what that thing is over there.’

      Little more than a shadow, it was easily the size of a bear. The dog, which appeared to be tied to the pole, was trying to back away, snarling for all it was worth as the creature made tentative attempts to advance.

      Emily pulled something from her belt that gleamed in the darkness. Brandishing the hunting knife aloft, she dashed up the slope towards the dog.

      ‘Wait!’

      She had too much of a head start for Kenny to catch her, but the ferocity of her charge alarmed the creature enough that it retreated down the slope. She slashed her knife in its direction, but by the time Kenny got to her, it was crouched by the edge of the road, a shadow in the dark.

      The dog, however, not convinced that this newcomer was anything less of a threat, turned on Emily, teeth bared, snarling like it really was rabid, making her back up, making her slip.

      As she tumbled forward, the waiting creature pounced. The dog barked as Emily screamed. Claws shone in the glimmer of distant hotel light as it reached for her.

      ‘Get the hell away from there!’ Kenny shouted, standing over her, lifting the piece of kerbstone, aiming at the shadow and throwing it with all his might.

      The creature squealed, backed away, fleeing into the dark. Kenny helped Emily up. The dog, winding itself around the pole, the lead securing it scraping on the metal, snarled and snapped, teeth bared.

      ‘Thanks,’ Emily muttered, brushing herself down as Kenny helped her to her feet. ‘It looks scared. Can you grab the lead?’

      ‘I’ve put my life on the line enough times tonight already,’ he said. Then, crouching down, he watched the dog as it moved around the pole, its lead sometimes catching, drawing it in, sometimes coming loose, allowing the dog a couple of revolutions before the hook caught on a node of rust.

      ‘Look at you. You’re exhausted, aren’t you? We won’t hurt you.’

      Emily nudged his arm. ‘Wow, it’s Mr. Hero.’

      Kenny reached into his pocket and pulled out a can. ‘Bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?’

      ‘What’s that?’

      Kenny grinned. ‘Rice pudding. Thought if you were gonna drag me out here, you wouldn’t plan ahead, although you surprised me with that knife.’

      ‘All this time—’

      ‘I’ll let you hold it if you like.’

      ‘Can dogs eat rice pudding?’

      ‘Graham used to feed it to the strays in the alley behind our building,’ Kenny said. ‘He reckoned as long as it was the cheap stuff without all the additives and sugars, it was all good. Most human food will mess them up in the end.’

      The can had a tab lid so he pulled it off and held it out. The dog snarled at him, backing up, then lowered its jowls and sniffed.

      ‘Black lab,’ Kenny said. ‘Nice solid dog. Not too big, not too small.’

      ‘You’re an expert now, are you?’

      ‘You think a chihuahua’s gonna save our arses in the apocalypse, you go and find one,’ he said. ‘Too big a dog and it’ll eat too much; too small and it’ll yap like a bitch. We’ll get no damn sleep and it’ll be like a dinner bell calling those monsters to us.’ He leaned forward, setting the can down for the dog to eat. ‘There, there, good boy. Nice black lab. Perfect.’

      As the dog started to eat, its nose pressed into the can of rice pudding, Kenny backed around it to the pole and unclipped the lead. Gently moving closer to the dog
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