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Chapter 1



The village had looked pretty empty, but you could never be entirely sure.

From a distance, and from a nearby hill, they’d watched the place through binoculars for a few hours just to be certain. No obvious sign of movement, nothing on the streets. The village was one of those isolated spots, tucked away in the countryside—complete with some neighbouring woods not that far away. Idyllic really, the kind of place you might pass through on your way to a holiday destination. The kind of place that might not have been picked over yet.

They’d only stumbled upon it by accident, in fact, out scouting on the bike. It had been Becky actually, who’d spotted it and tapped Ethan on the shoulder to slow down. He’d eased back on the throttle, skidding to a halt on the dirt track they were travelling down. Becky had pointed over into the distance and he’d followed her gaze, down to the blink-and-you’d-miss-it collection of buildings. Just a smattering of cottages and old houses, with a farm off to the left of it that had a barn attached. Ethan had nodded, tipping his red crash-helmet—you really couldn’t afford not to wear one of those these days, especially if you took a tumble—and she’d returned the favour, her yellow protective headgear doing the same.

So, they’d ridden a little closer, then abandoned the bike and helmets to take up their viewing position on the hill; it was tempting to just cruise in there, snatch what they needed quickly, and motor out again—but the noise of the engine would tip their enemy off if any were around. Much better to simply sneak in and out, stealth being one of their only advantages. Something those lumbering freaks out there who were trying to kill them couldn’t hope to compete with.

And they’d watched and waited, waited and watched. Nothing. Finally, as it was coming up to mid-afternoon, Ethan had turned to Becky where they lay there on the grass and said, “What do you reckon?”

She’d looked at him with those blue-green eyes of hers, brushing a strand of her dark-blonde hair out of her eyes, and replied, “Worth a look, definitely.”

Ethan had run a hand over his closely cropped scalp—cut, in actual fact, by Becky just the other day. What she meant was “Worth the risk.” They were running extremely low on supplies, especially of canned goods that would help them get through the coming winter. This village could well be the answer to their prayers; it certainly looked untouched.

Apart from the houses themselves, they’d identified a couple of shops—which was always a good thing. If those had catered to whoever lived here before, then they might have storerooms Ethan and Becky could raid; deliveries out here to the sticks had probably been few and far between, so it made sense to stock up on things like tins of food for the regulars. “Okay,” Ethan had said, getting to his feet, “so let’s go shopping, shall we?”

They approached the village cautiously, as they’d learned to do over time. Low, hiding behind walls, fences and hedges—Ethan holding his fire axe, Becky with her baseball bat; backpacks on and ready to be filled. They flitted from house to house, checking through windows first and then breaking in, if the doors weren’t already open that was. Certainly made things easier if they were, made things quieter as well.

One of them would always keep a lookout, stand guard after they’d secured a house and made sure it was empty. The other would then root through the belongings of complete strangers to see what was useful. Clothes, anything that could be used as weapons perhaps—Ethan tucked a knife or two in his belt from one kitchen—and food, of course. In so many instances it had gone bad by now, fruit left rotting in bowls, vegetables which had gone off in fridges that were no longer working because of the lack of power. Hence the tins, the reason why these were so important. Not only would they keep them going over the colder months, but mostly they would still be in date after what had happened, happened. Ethan recalled seeing a programme once—it might even have been on breakfast TV as he was getting ready for school—where they’d proved that food inside tins very rarely went off anyway, no matter what the date was on the outside. They’d opened up a tin from like the 1940s or 50s to prove it and the presenter had been brave enough to try whatever it contained.

Wasn’t like they didn’t have some fresh food, thanks to Becky’s knowledge about plants and such; her dad had an allotment and she’d helped him out on it during holidays and on the odd weekend. Meant they had crops of things like tomatoes and potatoes, but sadly they were perishable. Most of it hadn’t lasted that long once it’d been harvested, anyway…the first ‘real’ food they’d had in ages. It had barely touched the sides as they’d wolfed it down.

But they’d have to wait ’til next year for more now—which meant relying on other methods of feeding themselves. A lot of the towns and cities had already been picked clean by those who’d survived the initial attack, but mostly they were just too dangerous to enter into these days. You never knew what would be waiting for you around the next corner. Which left spots like these, well away from the main population centres. Much less risk. Less, but never no risk at all… You still had to be careful.

As it turned out, there was very little in the way of food in those houses—Ethan found a hoodie, which he tried on there and then, leaving his sweater behind, while Becky found a pair of shoes to take back with her. So they decided to make for the shops—and it was there they hit pay dirt. The first was a corner shop with a post office counter inside it; a lot of the shelving was empty, but there was a back room which they opened together, Becky flashing her pocket torch around while Ethan stood poised with the axe in case of trouble.

They didn’t find any of that, didn’t find much of anything as it happened. So they’d tried the next place on the other side of the village. A mini-mart type of deal, that again had been raided already. But this time when they ventured into the back, they found a fair amount of canned goods left there in storage. Ethan had grinned at Becky and she’d beamed back, then had taken up a position outside to keep watch again while he filled both their packs with what he could. This little find would see them okay for a good few weeks at least.

Whether it had been their excitement at this discovery, or they’d just got complacent because they hadn’t found anything in the last shop’s back room, Ethan didn’t know—but he should have made sure they’d checked out the whole of that room. Because towards the back was an alcove where cardboard boxes had been
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