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      Lightly grilled with a little salt and cheese

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Survivors: Volume 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            London

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kenny Green peeked out of the curtains at the sound of the motorcycle. It was coming from somewhere up the street, out of sight. He squatted down to hide himself, waiting first as it appeared, then roared up the street, jigging between a pair of abandoned cars and sweeping around a corner.

      It wasn’t her. It wasn’t Emily. For two days he had watched and waited in her father’s old flat, and she hadn’t come back.

      He had no plan. Finding Emily gone, her bag lying in the street, he had thought the block of burned-out flats in front of where she had disappeared from must be where her father lived, but, needing to find better shelter, he had gone breaking, as Graham—the man who had raised him—might have said.

      And in a small flat in the next block, he had found a picture of Emily staring at him from a kitchen shelf.

      Her father, whom Kenny had got to know from poking around, picking old photo albums out of drawers, becoming familiar with the old man’s habits, was gone. And there had been nothing orderly about his withdrawal. The sink was still piled with unwashed plates and cups, which Kenny was buggered if he was washing up, even though the mains water was still running. Emily’s father liked his booze, judging by the crates of empties in boxes stacked in a corner and sorted by glass colour, suggesting that Grenfell Senior might have given at least a marginal shit about the environment. And he liked something else too, judging by the residue of it on a coffee table in the living room, and a razor blade, and a rolled up gym membership renewal flyer which looked a bit damp and softened at one end as well as browned, as though it had come into contact with blood.

      Kenny was sleeping in the flat next door, much tidier, cleaner, some decent food in the cupboards, but signs of obvious abandonment: empty shoe racks, coat hangers lying on the bedroom floor, cupboards upstairs empty of suitcase-sized spaces. More importantly, the front door, left open by the former occupants, was lockable from the inside. He would hear someone coming, giving himself time to escape. Yet he was close enough to Emily’s dad’s place if Emily or even her old man came back.

      Two days since she had vanished and the war hadn’t made it out here to Enfield yet. Muffled explosions, the roar of jets, the duk-duk-duk of helicopters and the howl of motorbikes; they were constant companions. Yet, the bikes aside, they were far off, bombing the shit out of somewhere more important.

      It might be that the bikers had taken Emily, and the scale of what they could be doing to her fluctuated all the way from giving her beans on toast and a change of clothes to torturing and killing her.

      Graham had taught him how to survive, but hunting down an armed and violent motorcycle gang wouldn’t help him survive very long. Everything Graham had taught him was compromised by what his heart demanded that he do.

      He jammed the piece of wood underneath the broken front door of Emily’s dad’s flat, tested it to make sure no one could get inside without breaking the whole thing down. Then he headed upstairs to resume his search.

      The kind of man who had liked a bit of the white stuff might have other secrets. And if he did, Kenny wanted them.

      In the back of a top kitchen cupboard, behind a loose rear board, Kenny had found a wad of used banknotes, roughly ten grand at first count. He had taken it anyway, even though money didn’t have much use anymore. Then there was a piece of loose carpet behind the sink in the bathroom which had yielded a resealable bag with a USB stick inside. Again, Kenny had stashed it, just in case.

      Rather than silver or bronze, he hunted gold, though. A couple of serrated hunting knives under the kitchen sink looked pretty, and would mess a man up at close range. Still not gold, though.

      The bedrooms cleared, he went back to the living room for another search. No more loose carpet, no tears in the lining of the sofas or chairs, no secret compartments at the back of cupboards or drawers.

      He was about to give up, when he found himself crouching down to peer into an electric fire, and his elbow slipped, something catching his eye as he landed on his chest.

      Beneath the TV cabinet shelf, an object was taped to the underside, above the space for a DVD player and a satellite router stacked on top of each other.

      He reached underneath and pulled it free.

      A key, its surface sticky with the gum from the tape, as though it had been there a long time. It had a square end, the type that opened a safety deposit box or a locker, and even more usefully, a number written on the side in permanent marker.

      17.

      Graham had done lockers. Anything worth hiding had to stay off-site, so he had always said. You had to know your locations, though. Bus and train stations were the places, but these days they were electronic, and nothing went unchecked for long. Bank safes were for rich toffs. Swimming pools, gyms; they always had master keys. And private storage facilities, well, they could be anywhere.

      Kenny turned the key over in his hand, considering. It could be a waste of time, could even be some bullshit explanation like Emily’s old man had bought the cabinet with the key already stuck there. But it was something, and he had nothing. Something to cling to, a bitter, frayed lifeline.

      A workplace, maybe. Kenny went hunting around again, rooting through drawers, looking for anything that might suggest a clue. Nothing. The drawers were full of crap: old receipts, bills—some paid, some not—takeaway menus, doctors’ reports, schedules for local events, advertising flyers; more junk than Kenny could handle. The first couple of drawers he put back neatly, but after that he simply spooned crap out in handfuls, letting it pile up on the floor.

      And then he found it.

      A contract document for a secure facility in South Enfield.

      Not a locker at all.

      A garage.

      Kenny’s heart sank. The last thing that would be of use to him right now was a car. On a small map near the bottom, he recognised Enfield Station. The storage facility was a couple of streets to the south. A ten-minute walk, and if there was something he had, it was time.

      None of the kitchen knives he had found to use as weapons were big or nasty enough to give Kenny any confidence. At the door he hesitated, reluctant to go outside, even though Emily was out there somewhere. Graham had taught him nature’s rules of predators and prey: only the desperate faced down that which posed a risk. The clever hid, and the clever survived.

      I’m not clever; I’m not clever; I’m an idiot after a girl who got caught and I’m too stupid to forget about her. Screw this world.

      Kenny stepped outside and pulled the door shut. Then he was running, moving as quickly as he could, bolting from cover to cover, from walls and doorways to the sides of abandoned cars, overturned bins, fire hydrants, road signs.

      Safety receded behind him, and soon he was so far gone that continuing became the safer option. Muffled explosions still rose in the distance, and one time he saw a helicopter chugging overhead, only for a rocket to come out of nowhere and strike it in the side. The flaming ball that was left crashed somewhere a few streets to the west, and he saw no others.

      For someone who had no sense of direction other than to find the nearest hiding place, he found the lock-up facility with remarkable ease. It was vast, a sprawling shithole behind a tall chain-link fence which proved no problem to get over, with the garages in a line behind a field of crashed cars, piles of recycled bicycles, televisions, and kitchen appliances, all left exposed to the elements. The sun had faded colours; the rain had added a sheen of rust. In the middle of it all was a rocket crater, fresh enough to still be smouldering.

      Kenny made his way through the junk and around the crater, approaching the line of garages with caution. While the homeless might have moved into abandoned buildings, the people they had replaced had fled desperately onto the streets, and these kinds of places would make a good spot to hunker down. They had no numbers, so he counted down the line to seventeen, panicking when he realised there were only nine.

      Damn. The key was quite clearly labelled seventeen. In frustration he kicked out at a bucket, sent it bouncing across the yard with a clutter.

      This had to be the place.

      He was turning in a circle, trying to figure out if he’d made a mistake, when a growl came from behind a wrecked car nearby and something low to the ground came slinking out, a thick, lumpy head moving slowly from side to side, a forked tongue flicking at the air. It stumbled past an overturned wheelbarrow, allowing Kenny to get a decent estimate of its size, but as it turned towards him, he realised one front leg was screwed, twisted back on itself, half the skin blown off, bones sticking out of the half-severed stump.

      Too close to the rocket blast, it had likely lain stunned until his stupidity had given it a reason to drag its screwed-up arse back to its feet. And now instinct was taking over, the thought of food, of young, tasty human flesh.

      Even with one leg bent back like a broken pipe, he didn’t dare take it on. Three legs moved it damn near quick enough as it lumbered towards him, tail flicking back and forth like a cat stalking its prey. Lines of teeth appeared as its mouth opened wider, its eyes narrowing as it closed in.

      He pulled out a knife but it would be like sticking the thing with a toothpick. It probably wouldn’t even get through its hide.

      He glanced over his shoulder as he backed up, saw another line of garages behind the first. He could see some of the numbers—three, four, five. What if—?

      Not seventeen. One-seven.

      He twisted, pulling back his arm and throwing the knife at the nearest pile of junk. It made a series of clatters as it bounced away, and it did what he wanted, turned the creature’s attention, made the stupid bastard lumber away to see what the fuss was about. Kenny didn’t wait, bolting across the cracked, weed-strewn concrete to Garage No. 7, pulling out the key, hoping the dinosaur thing was still distracted. He remembered something Graham had told him about panic—it could mess your nerves up worse than alcohol. Take a breath; take aim.

      He held the key for a long second as his breath soughed out, his hand steadying, then jammed it into the lock and twisted.

      The old garage door was one of those slatted types, the ones that rose straight up, folding away into some brace in the roof. Aware of thumping footfall behind him, Kenny lifted it just enough to slide under, then dropped and rolled, pulling it back down with his free hand just as the creature slammed into the closed door with an ear-splitting clang, buckling some of the slats.

      Kenny breathed hard as a growl came from outside, followed by a couple of rattles of the door, then the padding of feet. It had given up, but the state it was in, it wouldn’t go far. For the moment, though, he was safe.

      He climbed to his feet and looked around. The only light came from a glimmer of daylight under the door, but he found a cord near the side wall which turned on a single bulb light hanging overhead.

      Kenny’s heart sank at the sight of the car shape covered with a thick brown tarpaulin. A car wouldn’t help him much, but if it had petrol, he might at least be able to shake that three-legged bastard outside long enough to get back to his hideout.

      He pulled the tarpaulin off, throwing it to the floor, then let out a long sigh. It wasn’t even just a regular car but some classic thing, a hundred or whatever years old, all narrow wheels and arched mud guards, that crappy design where the windscreen goes almost straight up, a little boxy bit for the passengers. It was kind of cool in a funky, old-fashioned way, so at least he could travel around in style while chased by bikers and three-legged monsters, but he’d heard the things only went about thirty miles an hour, so he’d be better off walking anyway.

      And there was no key in the lock, so unless it was hidden somewhere in this cramped garage, he was back at the beginning.

      ‘Come on, man,’ he muttered, flicking a latch and lifting up the bonnet to reveal a sparklingly clean but ancient engine that looked like it had never actually been used. Give me a break, now. Just a little one.

      At least the car itself was unlocked. He leaned in, found a glove box in the front filled with a bunch of documentation, authenticity records and other old-world crap which served him no conceivable purpose now everything had gone to shit. There wasn’t even any gum kicking around to take his mind off things. He looked under the seats in the back, but the car appeared to have been tarted up ready for sale, perhaps to some rich toff in a castle who would use it to ferry mates with stupid names like Rupert and Hatherley and bloody St. Clair to golf clubs where you had to own an art dealership or an oil rig just to be granted membership.

      There was only the boot left, but it was locked. Kenny didn’t have another key, but there was a tyre iron leaning against the wall. He felt like kind of a bastard, but screw it, the key had been stuck under that table for years so it was unlikely anyone was going to be crying over this car any time soon.

      The first time he missed, only managing to dent the bodywork and scratch the paint. The second time, however, he nailed it, striking the lock clean, the metal clasp snapping off, the boot lid popping up an inch.

      Kenny pulled it up, expecting to see some useless bullshit like a picnic blanket or a bunch of flyers for vintage car shows, but instead found himself blinking, shaking his head.

      ‘Huh. Bastard. Classic cars. That’s some damn cover.’

      Lying in an enlarged boot cavity, packed in so tightly it would have been hard to fit in one more, was what Kenny could only describe as an armoury. Guns, boxes of ammunition, and something that looked like a bloody rocket launcher.

      Emily. Your dad was perhaps a little more messed up than you thought.
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      Mark Raine woke to the sun glittering in through the cottage window, dazzling him with its brightness. He rolled over to escape it, each bruise reminding him of its presence. Sitting up on the edge of the bed, he rubbed at his sore back, felt dried blood where a barbed wire fence had raked him. Luckily, civilisation and its comforts hadn’t yet fallen by the wayside, and a generous application of antiseptic cream had prevented any infection.

      In all honesty, the dreams hurt more than his injuries. Reliving Amanda up there on that stage as the condemned man fell to his death into the monster’s cage, over and over, it was like a knife to the back. That he had not seen his daughter was a small mercy; he could only pray that she was safe.

      He liked to think that one was worse than the other, but he couldn’t be sure.

      A knock came on the door downstairs. Mark checked the wedge beneath the bedroom door and pulled it free. He went out into the hall, climbed down over the pile of chairs and boxes he had put across the bottom of the stairs—a crude early warning system if any animals got inside—then went to the door.

      Lilian Weekes stood there, learning forwards a little as he opened the door.

      ‘Mark?’

      He let her inside, then closed the door. She wore a hunting rifle strapped across her shoulders.

      ‘You’ve upgraded.’

      Lilian stared for a moment before realising what he meant. ‘It’s lighter,’ she said. ‘The shotgun made my shoulders ache. And it’s easier to aim. It … would do the job just as well.’

      Maybe against a human, Mark thought. Against one of those monsters she would need a bit more firepower.

      ‘I’d tell you that you shouldn’t be out of the bunker, but I know you wouldn’t listen.’

      Lilian shook her head. ‘I wanted to check you were all right. Dave was out scouting the perimeter, and saw you’d come back.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘You don’t look it.’ She reached for his face, before abruptly withdrawing her hand and turning away, her eyes down. Pretty, he realised, with something of a warrior look about her. The straight, shoulder-length, light brown hair, tied back into a ponytail, beginning to get unkempt; her smile, bright and inquisitive; even the way she held herself; she looked like a woman accustomed to service, a waitress, a shop assistant. But her eyes … they held a hardness that had seen the world’s dark side more clearly than most. She had told him some, about an ex-husband and his bony little fists, but more she had kept to herself, perhaps never to be revealed to anyone.

      We all have our secrets.

      ‘I was about to make breakfast,’ Mark said. ‘I hope Dave doesn’t mind me going through his stock.’

      Lilian smiled. ‘I’ve not eaten. If you have cornflakes and long-life milk, there would be nothing that tastes better this side of heaven.’

      ‘I can do better,’ Mark said with a smile. ‘It seems Dave had a taste for Frosties. I found a wholesale box in the cupboard under the stairs.’

      ‘Luxury,’ Lilian said.

      They ate at a table Mark had pulled close to the living room window, with a view of the driveway leading down past the gatekeeper’s cottage through the gardens to the turning circle at the front of Carlton Manor, which stood proudly at the bottom of the gentle hill. Both ate without looking much at each other, keen not to miss anything happening outside. From here, the entrance to the bunker which housed Lilian, her grandmother and the house’s former housekeeper June Lammonby, and the groundskeeper Dave Brussells, couldn’t be seen, located as it was farther up the garden.

      Clearly visible, however, were both the broken window on the house’s first floor which had come as a result of a bandit attack, and worse, the huge depressions in the lawn where something nightmarish had passed.

      The house stood empty now. The grounds were undefendable, and it made sense to keep away from the largest target. Only a handful of people had come so far, and they would tell no one what they had seen. There was only so long, however, that such a place could remain unnoticed as the old world went down and a new one took its place.

      ‘I’m going back to Marshdown,’ Mark said at last, scraping the last crumbs of soggy cereal out of his bowl.

      ‘Is it safe?’

      ‘No. But my wife, and maybe my daughter are in there. I need to get them out. That’s all I have left.’

      ‘Let me come. I can help you.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I can shoot. Can you?’

      ‘It’s not about that. Think of your grandmother. She lost your grandfather. I can’t let her risk losing you.’

      ‘But you’ll go?’

      ‘It’s different. I have nothing to live for except my family. Without them I might as well be dead.’

      ‘I can stay outside the village. I can cover you.’

      ‘I’d rather take Dave.’ Even as he said it, though, he knew it was a lie. Dave was hardy and workmanlike, but if he had to turn his gun on a man … Lilian would pull the trigger without hesitation. Her eyes told him.

      ‘I’ll think about it. Right now I have no plan. I almost got myself killed going in there, and I was stupid. I left a man dead. They’ll be watching closer than ever.’

      ‘They’ll kill you if you show up with a gun, but would they hurt an innocent, lost woman?’

      ‘Lilian, no….’

      She shrugged and stood up. ‘It’s just an idea. In the meantime, I think we need to have some sort of meeting. My grandmother doesn’t trust you.’

      ‘I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t trust myself either.’

      ‘But I do. And I want to survive this. The more of us that work together, the better chance we have.’

      ‘You watch too much television. The more of us there are, the bigger a target we’ll be.’

      ‘Watched,’ Lilian corrected with a smile. ‘I’d kill just to sit and watch the television right now.’

      Mark sighed. ‘Wouldn’t we all?’

      ‘Come up to the bunker at eleven o’clock. I’ll convince Grandma to speak to you.’

      Mark nodded. ‘If I’m still alive by then.’
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      June just wanted to sleep. It was easier there, where the power of her memory could bring Alfred’s hand into hers, and she could take herself back to better days when both her husband and daughter were alive and the kindly Lord and Lady Fredrick Evans ruled Carlton Manor, back when Richard was still a child, yet to turn into the nasty, spiteful adult which would send her life spiralling downwards. She didn’t want to wake, so when hands tried to rouse her, she kept her eyes tightly shut, resisting, searching for Alfred’s hand, even as it slipped away into the dark.

      ‘Grandma?’

      Reluctantly, June opened her eyes and sat up. Lilian crouched beside the bed, Lilian who looked different. No longer Lilian the chambermaid in the old-fashioned dress, her hair tied neatly up into a bun, Lilian the kindly soul whom Lord Richard had tried to put his filthy, dirty hands all over; this was a different Lilian, one in jeans, a sweatshirt, her hair tied roughly back; one that made June want to weep for how greatly she had failed.

      ‘Grandma, I need you to come with me up to the outer chamber.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Mark is there, with Dave.’

      Mark?’

      ‘He’s the man who … the man who came here.’

      ‘And you let him in? Shame on you.’

      ‘No, he’s a good man. He’s on our side. Me, you, and Dave, it’s not enough. We can’t survive on our own.’

      ‘We have this bunker—’

      ‘Only until someone comes and takes it from us. Starves us out, breaks in. If we’re going to survive, we have to take control.’

      Tears came to June’s eyes. She reached up and put her hands on Lilian’s face, stroking her cheeks, touching her hair.

      ‘It would have warmed your grandfather’s soul to hear you speaking like that. After everything you….’

      ‘It’s in the past, Grandma,’ Lilian said, although she twitched, as though the pain still ran deep. ‘We have to look to the future.’

      June sighed, nodding. ‘All right. I’ll come.’

      Lilian led them up the ladder to the upper chamber. June frowned, feeling the weight of each step. Barely a week before, she had felt strong, both in body and mind, able to do her duties around the house while maintaining her control even as Lord Richard lost his.

      She saw Dave first, sitting in a chair near the door, reading a fishing magazine. The stark normality made June smile. Then she saw the guns leaning up against the wall, five of them, only two that she recognised as Dave’s. And the man, the man who had showed up and barged in here, he was standing nearby, leaning back against the wall, arms folded.

      She couldn’t bring herself to speak. She stared at him, wanting him to leave, but aware there was nothing in her power that could make it happen. Even if she could grab one of the guns, she had no idea how to use it.

      ‘My name is Mark,’ he said, standing up straight as she reached the top of the ladder before Lilian helped her to a chair. ‘Mark Raine. I lived at Parsley Cottage, just off the Marshdown road, less than a mile from here. My wife is Amanda. I know she came down here to the manor a couple of times. Open houses, things like that.’

      ‘Lord Evans liked to entertain the local people,’ June said, looking away, unable to keep her eyes focused. ‘He was a good man.’

      ‘Marshdown has been taken over by a vigilante group,’ Mark said. ‘Some of them came here. More will come. We have to be ready.’

      ‘We? What’s this “we”? Who are you to come here?’

      ‘Mark saved my life, Grandma.’

      ‘They followed you here!’ June spat, advancing towards him and poking a finger into Mark’s chest. ‘If you hadn’t have come….’ She trailed off as her own vitriol alarmed her. Dave had folded up his magazine and sat up, and Mark stared at her with wide eyes. Lilian took her arm and helped her back to the seat.

      ‘They would have come here eventually,’ Mark said. ‘You can’t hide a place like Carlton Manor. They’ll want it as a command centre, an outpost, or perhaps they’ll just burn it to the ground.’

      June let out a gasp of horror. Lilian went to the sink in the corner and poured her a glass of water. June’s hands shook as she held it to her lips.

      ‘We have to face what’s happening here,’ Mark said. ‘Otherwise we’ll be dead in days.’

      ‘He’s right,’ Dave said quietly, looking at the ground. ‘All that funny business has boiled over. And that’s before we even talk about those … things.’

      ‘My wife, and possibly my daughter, are in Marshdown,’ Mark said. ‘I’m going to get them out. Then, after that, we’re going to head south, to the coast. Maybe there’s a way across to Europe, I don’t know. I want you all to come. We’ll be stronger together.’

      ‘I can’t leave,’ June said. ‘I can’t leave him.’

      ‘Grandpa’s gone,’ Lilian said. ‘But he would want you to be safe.’

      June just shook her head. ‘This isn’t how things should have been.’ She stood up. ‘I’m going back down. I don’t want to see you again.’

      Mark stood up as she reached the top of the ladder. ‘Wait.’

      ‘No, I—’

      ‘Please.’

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled roll of paper. ‘I found this in Dave’s cottage. It’s a copy of the local newsletter.’

      ‘I’m a sucker for keeping those things,’ Dave said, shaking his head.

      Mark smoothed it out and held it up so June could see a picture of a group assembled in front of Carlton Manor. In the middle, stood Lord Fredrick Evans. Nearly out of view on one end of the back row, was Alfred, and beside him, June, with Lilian tucked in behind her.

      ‘That woman there,’ Mark said, pointing at a pretty woman in a red, flowery dress. ‘That’s my wife. And that girl beside her, that’s my daughter, Hannah. She was a little younger then.’

      June stared at the picture. ‘I remember that day,’ she said. ‘That was the last summer party before Lord Evans passed away.’

      ‘I have to save my family,’ Mark said. ‘I know my wife is in Marshdown. And if she’s there, it’s quite likely my daughter is, too.’

      June stepped back. ‘I wish you luck,’ she said, voice trembling. ‘But I can’t … I can’t help you.’
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      Nikki stood by the stile and stared out across the flat field towards the distant hills. Even a mile off, the two massive animals were clearly visible, lumbering across the landscape, heading northeast towards Bath. In a picture book she’d had as a kid, their tails had lain flat, their heads rising like periscopes into the air, but the later fake documentaries she had seen on TV had got it closer: their heads and tails acting to balance each other; when one rose the other fell, and when the head dropped to feed, the tail would make a kind of C-shape at the creature’s rear, reminding her of the balance blocks at the back of huge cranes, preventing the beasts from toppling over.

      Two nights before, one had lumbered through the village. Cowering by the upstairs windows of The Heron, they had watched its massive head pass right by outside, the size of a fridge-freezer, eyes like dinner plates. There had been a collective intake of breath, broken only when it nudged a car and set off the alarm.

      A swipe of its tail had left a crack up the side wall of the pub, which Roger Furse had patched up with a few buckets of plaster, but its reaction had caused the most interest. With an ear-splitting wail, it had bolted as quickly as something that size could, lumbering out of the village, its footfall heavy enough to send shudders through the walls.

      Now Nikki and everyone
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