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      For Fabian Yeo

      Stewed with rotten apples
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      He liked to come to her at night, after she’d fallen into an uneasy sleep, just begun to dream. Then he’d wake her, poking her with a stick or the barrel of a gun, jabbing her hard until she burst from sleep, gasping, shaking off whatever nightmarish fever dream had gripped her, only to find herself in the middle of another. Daron Shayol’s face, striped like the bars of the animal cage they kept her in, painted in lines of luminous paint and blood. Wide, snake-like eyes—the result of joke shop contacts; he was a goddamn freak but no real magician—high on something or just fueled by the urgency of alertness that was keeping him and his followers alive. Grinning, bleached teeth gleaming white, sadistic.

      ‘Wake, Dragon Slayer. Wake and contemplate your end. We’re close. So close now.’

      He had been saying the same thing for weeks. Unless they reached a roadblock or some other obstruction that took time to clear, their lumbering, caterpillar-like convoy moved relentlessly onwards, a diesel-belching, ramshackle, literal train wreck, for among the line of vehicles, chained, roped, wired and welded into one continuous monstrosity was an actual train carriage; the wheels screeching on the roads was almost too much for June, captive in her hanging cage at the very front of the convoy, to bear. She could only hope that the interior, which she had gathered was where Shayol kept his quarters with Melinda Strait, the call-girl floosie tramp June had first encountered what seemed a million years ago at Carlton Manor, had better soundproofing. If it didn’t, it was no wonder he looked on the verge of madness.

      ‘Do you wonder what it’ll feel like when his teeth sink through your soft, aging flesh? Will he pause to savour you, or will he tear you to shreds? Will he even eat you at all, or will he spit you out to the bottom of the sea like a piece of trash?’

      ‘Shut up and leave me alone, you little weasel,’ June had snapped the last time he had come, to which he had snarled, jabbed his stick at her once, twice, three times, each one hard enough to leave deep, painful bruises on her stomach that had turned to purple blotches by morning, then snapped something she couldn’t recall and vanished into the dark. Early on in her captivity, he had ordered his followers to take her from the cage, strip her to her underwear and beat her with cricket balls tied into the ends of sweaters, hard enough to bruise but not to break. After a couple of occasions where she’d been left so battered and sore she could barely move, she had sensed his followers losing their taste for it; he wasn’t the fanatically followed cult leader he liked to think himself. His rule was tenuous; his group held together by a mutual need to survive and helmed by a man who was marginally better at the task than anyone else.

      Plus, he and his most loyal followers were the only ones permitted guns. In the event of an attack, the rest had to fight with what they could scavenge, be it garden tools or sharpened sticks.

      If their convoy had a specific location in mind, they were taking their sweet time to get there. At first, she had counted the days, but after two weeks of meandering through the Devon countryside she had seen a crooked, leaning sign that showed they’d gone less than fifty miles, progressing at a snail-like pace of three to four miles per day.

      She did sympathise; after all, the roads were a nightmare of abandoned cars, while in some areas they’d come across bomb craters, gouged holes, and manmade roadblocks too huge and intricate to move. In her cage at the front of the convoy June had seen everything, heard the arguments as Shayol berated his surveyors, even watched a couple of executions, before he became aware of the dwindling numbers of his crew—she had heard of a couple of people who had fled during the night—and less trigger-happy. She had heard the frustrations, the creation of alternative plans, and the decision to send people out on bikes ahead of the main convoy to research the safest routes. Needless to say, the danger involved was emphasised when some of his scouts failed to return.

      While her confinement might not be hell on earth—she was outside, could see what was going on, and Shayol had provided her with a plastic sheet for cover against the rain, as well as enough blankets to show he wanted her to survive to reach their destination—there were definitely elements of it. The worst was the smell from the oil fires kept constantly burning inside metal buckets fixed to the convoy’s frame. June’s least favourite part of Carlton Manor had been Lord Richard’s garage, where the stench of engine oil and brake fluid was cloying and filled one’s nostrils with every breath, but this was amplified tenfold. When the wind was up it was worst of all, blowing the heat from the flames along with the smell into June’s face.
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      They passed the occasional road sign that told June they were heading south across Devon towards the English Channel coast. For several days they crossed the open expanse of Dartmoor, the wide grassland on either side of the road offering easy places to pass abandoned cars, but there were fewer here than in the country lanes, which could be made impassible by a single jackknifed vehicle. They had to plot their route carefully to avoid the valleys and gullies where their convoy may have become stuck, but soon they were dipping down towards the coast, the English Channel glittering on the horizon. On rare days off, her dear Alfred had sometimes brought her up here for a picnic, and they passed one tor she specifically remembered where they had watched the sunset one long summer’s evening. In the distance she had seen moorland ponies silhouetted against the sun; now the towering necks of a herd of massive sauropods reminded her that the world had changed. Throughout their arduous days-long trek across the moor, she saw not one pony, not one sheep, not one cow. All of them gone, fallen prey to new predators which had seemingly decimated her own species, and in the absence of other food, might soon come to finish them off.

      ‘You see it there, don’t you?’ Shayol said one night, the last before they dipped back into the lowlands again and the English Channel was lost from view. ‘That’s where we’re going. That’s where you’ll face judgement for what you did.’

      He would be no more specific than that. In the hope that it would give her some way to escape, she tried to learn what she could of him and his beliefs, mostly through snippets of conversation overheard from the guards.

      No dinosaur could be killed, unless they had no choice. Even when they passed a group of river-dwelling herbivores no bigger than cattle, they paused only to watch awhile, Shayol assembling his guards and making a speech about harmony with their new neighbours. When a raging Allosaurus had attacked their convoy, killing one of the guards, they had fired only firework rockets into the air over its head to scare it away, rather than use their guns to try to kill it. Shayol had again made a speech, this time mentioning June and how soon, once the sacrifice had been made, their acceptance into the new world would be complete.

      At other times she tried to estimate the size of his convoy, the number of Shayol’s followers. Around fifty people would gather for his speeches, but there were others left to guard their vehicles, and more always out on patrols. Eighty to a hundred at most, but at night, when most of the convoy was still, she could sometimes hear the hiss of static that suggested a radio, maybe a link to other groups.

      And then one day, three or four weeks after they had left Tavistock, they came to a halt at the top of a narrow road winding down between tall hedgerows into a valley between two headlands. A crippled, rusting sign by the roadside wore the faded picture of a woman’s face and the moniker: Mermaid Rock.

      Shayol gathered his followers around the front of the main wagon. June watched from her swinging cage.

      ‘Here, followers, we begin our final descent.’ He turned and slapped the leaning pole of the sign, leaving an echoing ring. ‘Mermaid Rock is no more. From this day forth, it is renamed Dragon Slayer’s Point, and will be where we make our sacrifice to the lord of the seas. And when He is satiated with the blood of the Dragon Slayer, he will grant us peace among his minions upon land. Our integration to the new world will be complete.’

      People cheered and clapped. June couldn’t see why. Perhaps they were afraid of the pound-shop megalomaniac wanting to hold sway over them? Perhaps they were following the food and security, but she couldn’t believe for a minute that they believed a single word this creep said. Even though some of them turned and peered up at her with glazed eyes and dopey grins, some even with looks of anger where before there had been none … they couldn’t be taken in by his pathetic diatribe, surely?

      The whole convoy was too large to get down the winding valley road, so parts of it were detached. June’s cage was bolted to a tractor-trailer pulled by a bulldozer. Then, accompanied by several motorcycles, a couple of Land Rovers, and a group of people on foot, they made their way down into the valley.

      A sign a little way above the first houses named the place as Shorehaven. June had never heard of it, but it looked like the kind of quaint fishing village where people of her age ought to enjoy pleasant walks, ice-cream, and fish ’n’ chips; a little shopping in local art galleries, maybe a browse through some trinket shops, a few purchases for family and friends. Now, they entered an apocalypse: burned, ruined houses, slogans painted on walls in red paint warning of the end of the world, skeletons in ragged clothing hung by their necks from the bows of trees.

      They came to a rough roadblock of overturned cars and barbed wire. Shayol, riding in the front of the bulldozer, climbed down as the convoy paused, spread his hands and then lifted a loudspeaker to his mouth.

      ‘Good, but suffering people! I, Daron Shayol, have come at last! And I bring the sacrifice that will free you from the grip of the monster!’

      June blinked as camouflaged figures emerged from the hedgerow further down the road. Dressed in army surplus gear, some carried shotguns, others homemade spears or knives. They gathered behind the roadblock, then began to slide it back, and June realised the whole thing was built on two large sheets of metal placed on top of wheeled platforms. As the space opened wide enough to allow their convoy to continue, the guards moved to the roadside and knelt, their heads bowed. Shayol, chuckling to himself, walked along one line, patting each man on the shoulder.

      ‘Do not fear,’ he said, seemingly talking as much to himself as to the kneeling guards. ‘Soon, you will be free.’

      The valley flattened out, the single entrance road branching off into a series of narrow streets. Lines of white-washed cottages meandered away from the main street, the tarmac giving way to cobblestones or paving. As they made their way down to a small harbour, people appeared from the houses to watch them, standing in silence, faces slack, eyes cold, clothing ragged. Mothers hugged children close, while some men, resembling war wounded with bandaged faces, missing limbs, bloodied clothing, stepped forwards to touch the sides of the bulldozer as it passed. Many stared up at June, while some stepped forwards to spit in her direction, making her flinch back, cower beneath her blankets.

      A group of men came forwards to meet Shayol as the bulldozer came to a stop on the harbourside, near a rusting crane.

      ‘Sir, we have long awaited you. We have saved what food we could to offer your people a feast.’

      Shayol looked at him a moment, then laughed. There was a hint of hysteria to his tone that June picked up; food was getting scarcer, with many in the convoy showing signs of malnutrition. Most of the shops they had raided had already been picked clean, and with the herbivores eating everything they could find, foraging for food had proved unproductive. She had heard much whispering that claimed the only place left where food might be in abundance was the sea.

      ‘We will eat today, then we will make our offering,’ Shayol said. ‘And when the offering is done, our new life will begin.’

      ‘The beast … it usually comes at dawn,’ one of the men said. ‘It grows bolder, coming further into our village each time. We would flee, but there is nowhere safe to go.’

      ‘Its presence keeps others away,’ another man said. ‘It offers us protection, but if it doesn’t feed … it will tear our village apart.’

      ‘It is angry,’ Shayol said. ‘If you appease its anger, it will allow you to live in peace.’

      As June listened to the idiot speak, she looked along the lines of assembled people, trying to catch their eyes. One or two looked in her direction, but any who met her eyes quickly looked away. She saw fear there, but also a forced obedience. These people, like the people in Marshdown, had no choice. It was safer to unite even under a madman than to face this new world alone.

      She could stand it no longer. She struggled to her feet, standing as tall as she could in the narrow confines of the cage. She cleared her throat, tried to get some moisture into her mouth.

      ‘You’re all mad!’ she shouted, holding onto the bars as though to give herself more strength. ‘You think you can turn this creature that comes here away with one sacrifice? You’re all crazy. It’ll kill you all, whether you feed me to it or not.’

      ‘Silence!’

      Shayol turned and something arced through the air. June flinched as the pebble cracked against the cage bars, narrowly missing her fingers as it ricocheted away. June’s heart fluttered, but she wasn’t done.

      ‘You follow this idiot?’ she shouted, turning to the crowds. ‘You want to chain me to some rock for this monster to claim? This isn’t some stupid film. If you want to survive, you have to kill it. Kill them all.’

      ‘I will see you gagged and bound, Dragon Slayer!’ Shayol screamed, visibly shaking. ‘We will muzzle the witch now.’

      One of the men handed Shayol a bag. He reached inside and pulled out a jumble of plastic pipes. June stared, unsure at first what she was looking at. Then, as Shayol untwisted the pipes and found the end, she realised.

      A scuba-diving mouthpiece and air pipe. Good God. They didn’t mean to tie her to a rock for a sea creature to claim.

      They were going to put her into the water.
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      ‘Back, Lilian!’

      Mark reached behind him, pushing her away as she tried to stand at his shoulder, the pickaxe arcing down, its blunt end making barely a dent in the armour of the creature’s neck. The blow served only to infuriate it, the flatscreen-sized head swinging towards her, uncountable lines of teeth snapping down, rippling shoulder muscles pulsating as it tried to force its way through the partly barricaded door. In the moment that it looked away from him, Mark took the opportunity to strike, slamming the shovel blade with all his might into the flesh of its neck.

      This blow, at last, managed to break through scales both tough like steel plating yet as flexible as plastic. The goddamn thing was near indestructible, and he wished he still had his gun. With a roar, he stabbed at it again, catching it as it turned in his direction, connecting with the soft flesh of the crease of its mouth.

      Primal, emotionless eyes stared at him even as its flesh tore and blood spurted. It didn’t have the brain to understand it was hurt; it was a relentless, hunting, killing machine. He thrust deeper, thinking he’d have to cut it to pieces to make it stop, then it twisted sharply, jerking him forwards. He lost his footing, falling sideways, and in that moment realised his mistake.

      The creature had drawn him in, taken some damage to gain the advantage. Like a boxer taking a hit to land a bigger one of his own. Mark, caught off balance, found himself thrown against the wall. The door broke as the creature muscled through, a squat, low thing like a huge monitor lizard with an armoured head. He caught a glimpse of its long tail flapping back and forth, like a cat enjoying the hunt.

      ‘Mark!’

      Lilian practically jumped on top of him, and for a second he thought she meant to sacrifice herself to save him. Then he saw the metal pole in her hands. His shovel, jammed into the crease of the dinosaur’s jaw, held its head straight as Lilian thrust the metal pole at its nearest eye.

      She nearly missed. The pole struck the dinosaur’s armoured snout, deflecting away, but as its other end hit the wall behind her, it jarred sideways, plunging straight into the creature’s eye. Finally it showed its pain, jerking from side to side as Lilian leaned her weight on the pole. As the pole slid deeper, the dinosaur thrashed back and forth, slamming Lilian into the wall. Grimly she held on, leaning on the pole until the dinosaur managed to back out of the door. It turned, the pole finally coming free, before abruptly dropping to its knees and slumping to the ground. It let out a long exhale, then it fell still.

      Lilian reached for Mark’s hand. He took it, let her help him up. Blood streamed down the side of her face where she had struck the wall, and he reached up with a sleeve to wipe it away, revealing a thin gash on her right temple. She stared at him, bottom lip trembling.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘It nearly got me, didn’t it?’

      She could only nod, wide eyes fixed on his.

      The creature had to measure fifteen feet from nose to tail. Nothing, compared to some of the dinosaurs they had seen, but up close it had been fearsome. As he stared at it, Mark felt Lilian’s hand on his arm, and he pulled her close, wishing he could offer more comfort.

      They had got lucky.

      Barricaded into a building, they could stay safe for a while, but moving from place to place, going outside, every step was filled with danger. The dinosaurs seemed more numerous with each day that passed, and while many were huge, lumbering herbivores that were easily avoided, the predators were fast and deadly. One mistake and they would both be dead.

      The creature, certainly dead, appeared to be steaming as its body cooled. ‘Do you think we could eat it?’ Mark said, forcing a chuckle.

      Lilian shook her head against his chest. ‘You can try if you like. I’ll stick to that tinned macaroni we found.’

      The house they had thought was safe was now unusable. The dinosaur’s corpse would attract more predators, all of which would pose a danger, and with the front door broken down, they had no protection. They gathered their few belongings, then crept outside. Mark surveyed the street, while Lilian kept one eye on the skies. As always, the street seemed empty, silent, lifeless. They had learned the hard way that they had to think differently now; had to wait for their senses to adjust, to see what was hidden, what was invisible at first sight.

      ‘There,’ Mark said, pointing across the street at a small front garden, four or five doors down from where they now stood. Caught in the afternoon sun, it was almost impossible to see the lighter grey green shape lying on the lawn unless they knew what they were looking for.

      ‘Another one like this one?’

      ‘I think so.’

      Lilian gave a slow nod. ‘Back through the house,’ she said.

      ‘Right. On three. Don’t pause, don’t turn around. Get through the back door. It should see the dead one and stop, give us time.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Mark looked at her, held her gaze a moment. He had cleaned up the blood on her face, even though some was crusted in the hair she had tied back. She was so pretty. So deserving of a better world than this, although from what she had told him, life before the world had gone down was something she wanted to forget.

      ‘One … two … three!’

      Lilian moved first, Mark coming behind. He glanced back long enough to see the dinosaur spring out of its hiding place, moving with stunning speed across the street. Had they tried to pass it would have caught them out in the open, and with its greater manoeuvrability, they would have been dead.

      Lilian was quick, mouse-like. Mark paused to close an internal door, aware that the barriers might give it cause to hesitate, earning them a few extra seconds. As Lilian went through the back door out of the kitchen into the garden, he looked back, peering through a frosted window in the kitchen door at the hallway. He saw a flicker of green, but it was distant. The dinosaur had paused to feast on the other dinosaur’s remains.

      Even so, he pulled the back door tightly shut. They were in an alley now, between two lines of houses. Mark hated places like this even more, because the tall fences of back gardens could hide anything while making it difficult to escape. Their only weapons were Mark’s club and a few knives. His trike, hidden in an abandoned garage a couple of streets away, would prove useful when they chose to leave town, but before they could, they had unfinished business.

      Step by step, they headed down the alley, reaching the end without incident. As they were about to cross a street, something screeched overhead. Both dropped to the ground as a dark shadow passed overhead, the size of small plane, but utterly silent. When it was gone, they climbed back to their feet and peered out of the alleyway. A group of hadrosaurs had appeared from somewhere, and were making their way towards the River Tavy, that flowed through the centre of town. The wide riverside park, once full of families, had now become a popular area for the large herbivores, which wandered among the trees or waded through the river. The trees, too, held their own danger. Wiry, limby creatures that resembled bald monkeys moved in packs of a dozen or more from tree to tree. Mark had seen an assault on a larger animal that had left its back bloodied and gouged, the creatures leaping en masse from the lower branches as the herd passed underneath.

      Then there were the snakes. He had seen nothing to match the size of the dead one he had seen back in the grounds of Carlton Manor, but he had seen others, staying close to the river, hiding in the undergrowth along the riverbank. As long as a bus, body as thick as his chest.

      It would be easy to believe that a portal had been opened into some prehistoric world, through which all these creatures had unwittingly stumbled through, but it was rubbish. Some of the creatures he had seen were unnatural at any point in history. They came from labs, from genetic meddling, from the pens, minds, computers, and ideas of men.

      And somewhere along the line, they had got out of control.

      ‘If we follow that street, the house at the end should give us a view of the college grounds,’ Lilian said, holding out a crumpled tourist map of the town.

      Mark nodded. Tavistock College, at the far end of town, was where another group were holed up. Among them, his daughter, Hannah, Dave Brussells, the former groundskeeper at Carlton Manor, and James Fox, the man who had tricked them into leaving. Fox, working with the sinister Daron Shayol, a self-styled end-of-the-world shaman, had called in a hit on Tavistock Town Hall, where Mark’s crew had been hiding out. June Lammonby, who had killed Shayol’s chained dinosaur in Marshtown, had been taken prisoner.

      He hoped himself and Lilian were thought to be dead.

      It would give them an advantage.

      They made their way to the end of the street, picking their way through rubble, stepping over trash, careful to make as little noise as possible. The houses here had all been ransacked too, their doors broken in or left wide open. Windows had been smashed, and in some places entire walls had collapsed, broken through by enormous animals that made elephants look no more dangerous than dogs.

      ‘There’s something over there,’ Lilian said, one hand reaching for Mark’s shoulder, pulling him down beside her behind an overturned car. ‘By that house across from the roundabout. I saw … I thought I saw a shadow.’

      Mark nodded. Jumping at shadows. He might once have laughed, even made a joke. Even shadows now could kill them.

      ‘Where?’

      She peered around the side of the car. ‘It’s still there. Oh, Jesus, Mark—’

      He shuffled forwards, peering around the other end of the overturned car. He saw it now, no more than fifty yards away. They were near what had once been a busy intersection, four roads leading off a roundabout that rose in a slight hillock in the centre. On the road diagonally across from them, something was emerging from behind the ruins of a house on the corner, now burnt out and half-collapsed.

      The creature’s head came first, the size of a JCB’s shovel. Massive nostrils sniffed at the ground. Eyes like dinner plates blinked. A mouth filled with teeth as long as Mark’s hands opened slightly, a low growl coming from its throat. It stepped into view. Massive back legs clawed at the ground, tiny forearms clutched at the air. A huge tail swung back and forth, knocking into the house, knocking a handful of bricks loose.

      The tyrannosaur came forwards, crossing the road. It reached the rise of the roundabout traffic island and stood still for a moment, seemingly a model at the entrance to some dinosaur park or museum. It was so still Mark could believe it might have frozen solid, then with a sudden jerk, it stretched its neck and let out a vicious, earsplitting roar that echoed up and down the river valley. Mark, unable to move as he stared at it with one eye around the edge of the overturned car, felt Lilian’s hand slipping into his. Her fingers trembled like an alcoholic’s, so hard he had to squeeze her hand to make it still.

      If it comes for us, we’re dead.

      They had nothing that would be of more use than a toothpick against a tank. There was nowhere close enough to hide, nowhere strong enough to keep it out. Their lives hung in the balance, the tyrannosaur’s decision alone would decide if they lived or died.

      Its huge head swung back and forth. Mark couldn’t blink, couldn’t breathe. He held on to Lilian’s hand like a drowning man clutching at a rope, wishing he couldn’t hear the stifled sobs as she desperately tried to hold herself together. For a moment the tyrannosaur turned in their direction. Nostrils flared, and Mark looked right down its snout into its eyes.

      Then something moved further up the street, another dinosaur breaking for cover, losing its nerve. In an instant the tyrannosaur turned, snarled, and started off in pursuit, running with its head low to the ground, tail in the air to balance, hung back legs pounding, faster than any car had ever safely driven along these roads.

      Mark wiped a tear from his eye with his free hand. He looked at Lilian, who had one hand clamped so tightly over her mouth that her cheeks had gone red. Mark reached up, pushed her hand away, then pulled her forwards, hugging her tight. As she leaned into his shoulder, he turned his face, kissing her cheek, then caressing her hair with his hand.

      ‘It’s gone,’ he muttered, trying to comfort himself as much as the crying woman in his arms. ‘For now … it’s gone.’
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      Their black labrador, Rage, understood what was going on better than most of the humans that she had met. His instincts told him when to bark, and when, as Kenny Green would express it, to shut the hell up. Now, as he sat at her feet, happily devouring a canful of the dog food they had in ample supply, she wished she could see the world in the same shades of black and white.

      A week ago, they had encountered a militia convoy of several stolen military vehicles, with VRS, Viper Raid Steel, painted crudely on the side. Through a pair of binoculars with one broken lens they had spotted prisoners, stripped to their underwear and tied up. Kenny had been keen to get moving in the opposite direction, but Emily had been unable to shake the sense that her own father might have been among them.

      The convoy had been easy to follow, moving slowly as it made its way along roads clogged by abandoned vehicles, using a stolen tank to push cars and vans and anything else it could move into the grass verges to create a path through. On foot, Emily, Kenny and Rage had sometimes lost sight of them, but in the mechanical silence of the new world, the hum of several collective engines was easy to hear, and they would often come over a hill or around a bend in the road to find the convoy paused up ahead, waiting for the tank to shift some unfortunate roadblock.

      Sometimes the convoy would come to a cluster of abandoned houses and pause for a few hours while its members scavenged for anything useful. Leaning on a hedgerow, watching through their broken binoculars, Emily couldn’t help but feel jealous when she saw boxes of what might be food carried out and loaded into one of the convoy’s jeeps. Following behind, their own supplies slowly dwindling, they were left with nothing but empty houses, and while they could usually find somewhere comfortable and secure to sleep for the night, books and toys and furniture and ornaments and framed photographs and dried-out fish tanks and piles of forgotten clothes wouldn’t deal with their most basic need, which was keeping their stomachs full.

      Once, when Kenny found a few packets of pasta that had slipped down behind a cupboard pulled out slightly from the wall, they had celebrated it like a win. Even without any kind of sauce, boiled up with some bottled water over a little fire they had started in a cooking pot, it tasted good enough just with sprinklings of salt and pepper. Rage had ignored it, but what did he know about fine cuisine? He was just a dog.
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      ‘You know, I don’t reckon your dad’s there,’ Kenny said, as they watched the VRS convoy on the road outside slowly departing from the upstairs window of an abandoned house on the outskirts of the village of Dippendale. The convoy had parked along the road leading out of town overnight, at the end of a lane that ended at a small farm, where most of the men had gone just before dark. Evidently, from the sounds of merriment, they had found a supply of booze there. At around midnight, Emily and Kenny had heard gunfire and seen muzzle flashes. Rather than some kind of dispute, however, from the lack of prisoners now tied to the back of the convoy, it appeared they had been executed during the night.

      After the convoy had gone, rumbling away into the distance, Emily, Kenny, and Rage went to pick through the remains. As expected, they found several dozen discarded cans and bottles, from a looted alcohol supply. Rather more grotesque, in a farmyard, they found the burned remains of a dozen prisoners, discarded bullet casings on the ground at least suggesting they might not have suffered.

      ‘Your dad one of them?’ Kenny asked, nose wrinkling as he stared at the bodies. ‘I mean, not much left, but you remember how tall he was?’

      ‘Five ten,’ Emily said. ‘But no, I don’t think any of them was him.’

      ‘Bad way to go,’ Kenny said. ‘Maybe better than being eaten. At least not yet. Doesn’t look like the dinos like their food too well done. Must prefer their steaks rare.’

      Emily turned away. ‘Kenny … just shut up.’

      He nodded. ‘Yeah. You reckon they left anything behind?’

      They went into the farmhouse, looking for anything worth scavenging. The convoy had discovered a hidden stockpile beneath a trap door in the kitchen floor, but all that was left were a couple of empty crates and a lot of discarded packaging. Kenny found a packet of dried noodles, half crushed in a dark corner, but otherwise, the place had been picked clean.

      ‘We can go halves,’ he said, holding the noodles up, picking a bit of grit off the side of the packet.

      Perhaps in their delirium at finding food supplies, the group had neglected to check properly in other areas of the house, and upstairs, Emily found a box of medical supplies under a bed. She gratefully bagged a selection of creams and medicines, as well as some unmarked pharmacy stuff which might have been antibiotics. Meeting Kenny back in the kitchen, she showed him her haul, and in response, he held up a set of keys.

      ‘What are they for?’

      Rage was bouncing around his legs, panting, tail thumping from side to side as though excited to share Kenny’s news.

      ‘There’s a quadbike out in one of the sheds, just sitting there. I found it under a tarp. Keys were on a hook by the door.’ He grinned. ‘Sweetheart, we have wheels.’

      ‘Don’t call me sweetheart. Does it have anything in the tank?’

      He frowned for a moment as though unsure what she meant, then his eyes lit up. ‘Ah, yeah. About half full, I think. Won’t get us far unless we can find more, but it’ll beat walking for a few days. There’s like a little trailer with a wire frame we can attach so Rage and the gear can go in there.’

      ‘Did you check that it starts?’

      Kenny shook his head. ‘Wanted to surprise you first.’

      She couldn’t help but let his enthusiasm give her a smile, even though it would be a false dawn if the bike was damaged or sabotaged. They went out into the shed together and Kenny showed her what he had found. Dirty from farm work, but parked up in a nook behind some heaps of fencing equipment he had already pulled aside, it looked like it had been hidden on purpose.

      To her delight, the engine started on the first turn, even though the noise was alarmingly loud and immediately set Emily on edge. She had got used to the quiet, the only sound being the rumble of the convoy somewhere up ahead.

      ‘I say we ditch following those clowns and head for the coast,’ Kenny said, climbing on. ‘I’ll drive.’

      ‘Do you know how?’

      ‘I’ll figure it out.’

      She insisted on checking the controls with him before letting him take charge. Neither of them knew how to drive, but it seemed simpler than a regular car, and once they had figured out the basics of speeding up and slowing down, it took only a couple of turns around the farmyard to get the hang of it.

      They had
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