Sudden Darkness
Alex Knightly
	Аннотация
	Alex Knightly. SUDDEN DARKNESS. A Post-Apocalyptic EMP Thriller
	I. MONDAY	1. Terry
	2. Si
	3. Annie
	4. David


	II. TUESDAY	5. Pete
	6. Clive
	7. Annie
	8. Terry
	9. Clive
	10. Terry
	11. Pete
	12. Annie
	13. Terry


	III. WEDNESDAY	14. Annie
	15. Pete
	16. Terry
	17. Annie
	18. Si
	19. Clive
	20. Terry
	21. Clive


	IV. THURSDAY	22. Annie
	23. Pete
	24. Clive
	25. Terry
	26. Clive
	27. Annie


	V. FRIDAY	28. Terry
	29. Pete
	30. Si
	31. Clive
	32. Si
	33. Annie
	34. Si
	35. Pete
	36. Clive
	37. Terry
	38. Si
	39. Clive
	40. Annie


	Copyright


Аннотация
When an EMP wipes out Britain�s power grid, four strangers are forced to band together to survive.
The power�s out, the water�s gone and cars have stopped working. Two hundred miles from home, Annie soon suspects the cause, but accepting the truth means giving up the hope she�s been clinging to for months.
London is the last place Clive wants to be now that darkness has fallen. Armed, trained and resourceful, getting out should be easy�but life isn�t that simple.
Terry has seen the chaos first hand, but what can he do? He�s kept his mouth shut and his head down for so long, he no longer knows how to stick up for himself. Can he step up now the world is crumbling around him?
Soon they�re left with no choice but to leave, as London descends into chaos. It�s only two hundred miles to safety, but it might as well be two thousand miles in this new, dark world where criminals are rushing to take advantage of the lawlessness.
Pushed to their limits and with only a run-down block of flats in common, can they bury their differences and fight their way to safety?


Alex Knightly
SUDDEN DARKNESS
A Post-Apocalyptic EMP Thriller


I. MONDAY


1. Terry

Terry Patterson kept his head down and joined the bottleneck of people at the escalator. It was only three in the afternoon, but the tube station was packed. It reminded him exactly why he didn�t like to go further than walking distance from his flat.
Sometimes he had no choice. He�d had a pain in his back teeth for months and the only NHS dentist he�d been able to get an appointment with was miles away. It was either that or go to the place up the road with the fibreglass tooth hanging from a pole outside. No way was he giving that lot his hard-earned cash. People had always said the area was too rough to be gentrified, but it had happened all the same. There wasn�t a lot of the old place left. High Street was all cafes and boutiques now. The old estates would be torn down too if the developers had their way. Why couldn�t they leave the place alone?
�Move out of the way,� a woman hissed.
She pushed past before he could move, metal heels clanging against the steps in a way that set his teeth on edge.
�Bloody hell,� he muttered. �Where�s the emergency?�
No-one reacted. He might as well have been invisible.
Terry had spent most of his forty-five years in London, but it was different now from when he was younger.
Move over! Stand clear! There were so many people now. It only took a minor delay to send the whole place into chaos�especially at rush hour.
He reached the top of the escalator, still thinking about the crowds that depended on the underground each day. There must have been millions, all taking that huge transport network for granted.
He tapped his Oyster card on the reader and felt a blast of relief once he passed through the barrier. He was still surrounded by people, but it didn�t matter. He was only fifteen minutes� walk from his flat and about the same distance from his work.
Back in his comfort zone.
The peace didn�t last long. Some bloke shoved past him and a woman began to scream. Startled, Terry turned around to see what had happened.
�That man took my bag,� the woman sobbed. She looked like a nice old lady; neatly dressed but worn around the edges. Much like a lot of the customers that came into the supermarket just before closing, looking for a bargain on the already cut-price stock.
No-one paid any attention.
Terry�s heart buzzed as he spun around. He could see the man�s yellow beanie bobbing through the crowd.
Go. Go after him.
�Someone stop him,� the woman was wailing. �My pension�s in there. It�s all I have.�
Terry wanted to help�wanted desperately to help. She�d probably worked hard her whole life just like his nan and no-one was doing a bloody thing to help her. But his feet felt like they had rooted themselves in the ground.
No no no no.
Sweat rolled down his forehead despite the arctic breeze blowing through the entrance to the station. The ridge of scar tissue on the back of his neck throbbed painfully.
He�d never felt so ashamed of himself, but there was nothing he could do. Memories of the screams and taunts acted like a wall that stopped him going after the man, no matter how much he wanted to.
Money. He had twenty quid in his pocket. He�d give her that.
Before he could turn around, there was a loud gasp from outside. Terry pushed through the crowd in a daze.
A crowd had gathered around in a circle just outside the entrance. An older bloke had tackled the thief and was kneeling on his back twisting his arm up behind him. But that wasn�t the reason for the audience. The older man had a gun in his free hand.
People were muttering; the circle was widening as people tried to figure out what was happening and whether they should stay to watch or run away to safety.
�For goodness sake,� the man snapped. �Will one of you call 9-9-9 instead of taking pictures?�
Terry realised with a start that he knew the man. Well, knew him to see. He lived in the same block. Several people had their phones out already, so Terry darted forward and picked up the woman�s handbag. It was the least he could do.
[image: ]
After Terry had returned the handbag and waved away her attempts to give him a few pounds as a reward, he went back outside. The crowd had dispersed since two uniformed officers arrived to arrest the thief and speak to Terry�s neighbour.
Terry wasn�t sure what to say, but the man nodded in recognition when he looked up and saw him.
�You�re in Rutherford Mansions, aren�t you?�
Terry nodded. �Yeah. I recognised you. That was�� he sighed. �I�m glad you got him. I saw� well, I didn�t do anything.� He dipped his head. Why hadn�t he done something? There were so many people around. He was a grown man. What if his neighbour hadn�t come along? He shook his head. He didn�t want to dwell on this. He couldn�t. �Why do you have a gun?� he asked dully, not really caring but unable to think of anything else to say.
�It�s alright,� his neighbour said. �I�m a police officer. Personal protection. I was on my way home when I saw that fellow running with a handbag.�
Terry nodded. He seemed the type. Sixties. Serious. Like a detective on a TV show. Terry didn�t know him well. They said hello whenever they met in the corridor, but that was about it. �I�m Terry.�
�Clive. Clive Staunton. Come on; I�ll walk you home. You seem a little shaken.�
Terry was about to argue that he was fine when he realised he was shaking like a leaf. He clenched his fists. Pull it together. What the hell is wrong with you?
�It�s probably the gun,� Clive said as they walked. �People think they�re accustomed to them from seeing them on television, but it�s quite another thing in real life.�
�Won�t you get in trouble? People were taking videos.�
Clive sighed. For a moment he looked pained. �Probably. That young man was off his head on something and I didn�t know for sure that he was alone.�
�Brave.�
�Foolish, more like.� Clive shook his head. �Do you want to know the truth, Terry? It wasn�t a violent crime�it was a young addict running with a handbag. By rights, I should have walked right along. But my wife has the same handbag.�
�Oh,� Terry said, not quite knowing how to respond. What did you say? She must have passed away a few years back when Clive moved into the block. �I�m sorry. Do you want� Well, the Horse and Pony is on the corner. I could use a stiff drink.�
�Some other time, perhaps. I�d best get home to Olivia.�
Terry frowned. �Who�s that?� He�d never seen anyone else coming into or leaving that flat. And he would have noticed. Most of the flats in the block were either empty now or used as short-term lets. He hadn�t seen any older women around the place in years.
�My wife,� Clive said, sounding confused. �Perhaps you ought to go and have that drink to calm your nerves. A shock like that can have more of an impact than people realise.�
�Maybe,� Terry managed to say. �Yeah.� He was distracted from his own shortcomings now. Maybe Clive had remarried, but that still didn�t explain why Terry had never seen her.

2. Si

Si glanced over at Max. Her boss had stopped pretending to be busy and was leaning against the messy desk in the corner.
It should have been easy to be straight with him. There was no reason to keep up the act that there was actual work to do. The locals weren�t rich, but that didn�t matter. It was easy to buy a new car on finance. Or lease one. Max always said they�d be better off flushing their money down the toilet. But they were happy with their flash cars�and they had no need for a local garage when those new car deals had dealership service plans attached. He�d tried to branch out and specialise in classic cars, but that business was slow to build: collectors already had their go-to mechanics.
She swallowed. She couldn�t keep pulling the wool over his eyes like this. She�d have happily worked there twenty-four seven if she could, but not like this. Not when her wages were coming straight out of his back pocket and he was struggling to get by as it was.
Not that he�d said that, but Si knew. She�d grown up poor enough to recognise poverty when she saw it. Max was a big man; the kind of man whose eyes lit up when someone told him about a good steak dinner they�d had. He didn�t eat white bread sandwiches with chicken paste for lunch every day for the love of it.
Even so, the words she wanted to say wouldn�t come.
She closed her eyes. How was she any different from her leech of a stepfather if she kept taking advantage of Max like this?
Say it. Tell him you�ll go home because there�s nothing left to do here.
She shuffled over to the sink to wash her hands, still stalling. Always stalling. They�d had two customers that day, and both had been minor, cheap jobs. Si didn�t know much about business, but she�d learned a few things from working at the garage over the past two years. One was that people with battered old cars wanted to wring every last penny of value out of what they were forced to spend. They�d push for anything they could get�free wiper blades, free oil changes.
She used the blade of her hand to press down on the soap dispenser.
�Max?� Her heart hammered.
�What?�
Graham�s face floated into her mind and Si gritted her teeth.
Graham. Even thinking about him made her want to be sick. It had been just the two of them ever since her mother� she closed her eyes. It had been more than a year and she still couldn�t allow herself to think about it.
He�d been alright for a while. They�d even found common ground in their shared grief.
She squeezed her eyes tighter. God, she hated that word.
It had been bad lately. Some new manager woman had started at the jobcentre and she�d been on Graham�s case to get a job. Others had tried in the past, but they�d soon given up after realising it was pointless. Not this woman. Sue Langham, her name was. Si hadn�t ever been to the jobcentre, but she knew all about Sue Langham. She�d had to listen to Graham effing and blinding about the woman for hours on end. He�d smashed a whisky bottle against the fireplace and snarled that she was a stuck-up bitch who had no business trying to take his dole away.
She couldn�t face it; couldn�t face the thought of having to watch him stumbling around the house slurring about whoever he felt had wronged him this time.
Si had begun to hate Sue Langham, even though she�d never met her and in her gut she knew the woman was right.
�What is it, love?�
Si blinked. Max was talking to her and she had been too busy daydreaming to hear him.
�Sorry, what?�
�You were going to ask me something. Is everything all right, Simone? You don�t seem yourself.�
She nodded. �Yeah, fine.�
She hated herself. She couldn�t say it. Just being here was a break from being in that house.
�Right. Good.� He grabbed a rag and rubbed it between huge hands. �Why don�t you start work on those drawers. They haven�t been cleared out in I don�t know how long. It�d be good to get them in order now we�re in a quiet spell.�
She pursed her lips. The �quiet spell� he was talking about had been going on for almost a year. It didn�t help that a national chain had set up just outside the town, running specials and soaking up the business that hadn�t already moved away to new vehicles. It wasn�t seasonal and it wasn�t temporary. Plus, Max had a memory like a computer. He knew exactly how much he had left of every component in the garage, which was why he didn�t need to keep detailed records: they were all in his head.
She closed her eyes and tried to count up her hours for the week so far. The way she was going, she�d just about make the rent Graham charged her, with about twenty pounds left over for food. She would have moved out, but there wasn�t really a rental market locally since it wasn�t close enough to a train line to make it a commuter town for London. Even if she�d had the money, she couldn�t face the thought of moving far away. She�d grown up here. This area was all she had left of her mother. She�d given serious thought to moving into one of the wrecked vans out in the scrapyard, but that was just a step too far away from normality that she feared she might never recover from.
�Maybe I�ll clock off and go work on my project,� she said, not meeting his eyes. She wouldn�t earn any money, but at least she wouldn�t have to go home.
Max considered this and shook his head. �No. There�s no need.�
�But it�s not work! It�s just tinkering about.�
�Well it�s part of your training, isn�t it? You�re learning from it.� He looked around. �Why don�t you tow it around and we�ll both work on it. You can move it back out again if someone comes.�
She winced. �But it�s a mess. I don�t want it driving customers away. Especially someone coming in about your ad in Classic Cars.�
�Driving customers away? It�s not like they�re beating down our door as it is. Come on, I insist.�
She shook her head. Maybe he was starting to lose it. Max was a sharp man. He�d laughed at her when she�d set her sights on the beat up old Renault 5. She�d only given herself the challenge to keep her mind off everything that was going on with her mum. He�d told her several times that he had more chance of getting to the moon in a bathtub than she did of getting the old Renault to work again.
�But why? What was it you told me before? That it was a fool�s errand but that if it kept me out of trouble what was the harm?�
He smiled and shook his head. �You have a good memory, love. Maybe I was wrong. I feel like getting my hands dirty and tinkering with an engine that looks like an engine, not a spaceship.� He sighed. �These modern cars. All diagnostics and computers. Let�s get out there. Where�d you put the keys?�
She went to fetch them from their hiding place behind one of the desk drawers. No-one in their right mind would bother stealing the old wreck, but she always made sure to hide the keys anyway. It may not be worth anything to anyone else�it might not ever run again�but that wasn�t the point. To her, it was a lifeline. Sometimes it seemed like the only thing that kept her sane.
I owe you, Max, she thought. Maybe I�ll never amount to anything. How can I when I�m too weak to quit and stop draining you of cash? But if I ever end up with money, I won�t forget how good you were to me.
�Hurry on,� he said gruffly. �And pop the kettle on while you�re at it.�

3. Annie

Annie Greene wrapped herself in a towel and hurried on tiptoes from the bathroom to the bedroom. She was still warm, but that was more to do with how hard she�d pushed herself at training than the tepid shower she�d just had.
She threw on her pyjamas and swaddled herself in her bathrobe before the winter chill had a chance to bite. She had set the heating to come on at six�it was almost ten now and it didn�t feel much warmer inside than it had outside.
Annie shook her head. She had no right to complain. She should have known this place was too good to be true. A bohemian paradise in the middle of London with bikes to cycle along the canal and a chef�s kitchen to whip up meals worthy of a Michelin star or two. No mention of the fact that the canal was miles away and the only knives in the kitchen wouldn�t cut butter.
Not that it mattered.
It could have been the nicest little bolthole in the world and it still wouldn�t make a difference. She was in London for one reason and one reason only. She�d opted for the cheapest place she could find and she�d got it. A granite countertop or rainfall shower would have been a waste of money. Money she�d need when�
She tied the belt of the robe around her. Stop. She couldn�t allow herself to get carried away; not yet.
Anyway, it wasn�t so bad�not compared to how some people lived. Not compared to how she lived. It had four walls and all the windows were intact�the same could not be said for her ramshackle old farmhouse just outside of York. But that was different. While she and Dan had lovingly renovated their little house using odds and ends they�d found at architectural salvage and auctions, this place hadn�t been touched in maybe forty years. But it was a solid old block�one of those sturdy redbrick mansion blocks that were built before developers started cutting corners and using cheap crap that only lasted as long as it took for the ink to dry on the contracts.
She shook her head as she shoved her feet into slippers that matched her bathrobe. �Only another three weeks of this. It�ll be worth it. So bloody worth it.�
She was lucky. She might not have gotten the contract at all after so many years out of the industry. They�d spent all their money on the farm, so she would have had to work in the local supermarket for years to save what she was now going to earn from three months of work. They didn�t have years.
She shook her head. Really, she should have been kissing the ground every time she entered that flat. For all its faults, the long-term rate was cheaper than any London hotel. Plus, having a kitchen meant she was able to cook for herself rather than forking out for takeaways every night.
Her stomach grumbled again, more insistently this time. She�d left the office hours late and gone straight to the gym, where she�d spent a solid hour sparring. No wonder she was hungry. That was one benefit of being in London: everything was on your doorstep. Back home, she had to drive forty minutes to the gym and the opening hours were nowhere near as flexible.
The chef�s kitchen, she thought wryly as she stood in front of the oven that was so old it belonged in a museum. It was a temperamental old thing�you didn�t so much select the temperature you wanted as twist the dial and then hope for the best. The only consolation was the fact that the hob was gas. She liked cooking with gas.
She opened the cupboard and pulled out two cans: one of beans and one of chickpeas. She had beef in the fridge, but it was a cheap cut that would take at least a few hours to tenderise on the stovetop. She�d have fainted from hunger by then, so she didn�t even consider it.
She chopped some vegetables to go with the beans and put everything in the biggest saucepan she could find. She crumbled a stock cube on top and poured in all the water that was in the kettle, though it had long cooled since she boiled it that morning. She topped it up with water from the tap and turned on the gas.
As she waited for the water to boil, she eyed the bits of carrot floating in the murky water. She resisted the urge to fish them out. And the urge to abandon everything in favour of the fried chicken place down the street.
Hurry up.
After a minute or so, the liquid spluttered a little, but still stubbornly refused to boil.
She moved out of the tiny kitchen and over to the equally small living room, where she flicked off the light before moving to the window. She liked to do this�just stand and watch the world go by. She was on the ground floor, though, so she was always conscious of being seen. She didn�t want to be labelled a nosey neighbour. She was interested, that was all.
The block itself was quiet, which she hadn�t expected. She�d searched the name of the wider area when the owner contacted her with the exact address and a cheapish long-term rate. At first her heart had sunk when she read account after account of break-ins and muggings. But then she�d thought about it some more. It was a few hundred pounds a month cheaper than living in central London, even accounting for the more expensive travel card she needed from Zone Three. And she�d hardly ever be there. And it wasn�t like she had anything worth stealing.
She hadn�t told Dan her concerns. It would only worry him. Just like she hesitated now when she thought about ringing him. He knew her too well. He�d hear the sadness in her voice and he�d try to talk her out of staying. He�d tell her to come home; that there was another way.
When they both knew there wasn�t.
Still, she missed him. She took her phone from the pocket of her robe and found his name right at the top of her contacts list. Not that it was a long list�they both preferred the simple life. A few friends; the veggie garden with just enough produce to sustain them; Dan�s part-time job as a landscaper and her own freelance work.
But then the unexpected had happened. And suddenly their lovely, simple rural existence became a big disadvantage.
She tapped his name before she could talk herself out of it.
�Hey,� he said immediately. She wasn�t sure if she�d even heard dialtone.
�You sound sleepy. Did I wake you?�
�Nah, I was half asleep but I was still awake. What have you been doing? You never called today. I missed you.�
She swallowed. �I was stuck in meetings all day and then I had to hurry to the gym after.� Her voice sounded dull, even to her own ears. �Sorry.�
�That�s okay. Hope you�re enjoying it down there.�
She squeezed her eyes closed and forced a smile. She�d read somewhere that doing that made your voice sound all chirpy and light. �Yeah, it�s great. What have you been doing today? How�s Toby?�
�Nothing much, just the same old. I�ve been fixing the fences. Reinforcing them after the storm. Toby�s great. He misses you.�
�Oh he does not,� she whispered, not trusting herself to speak at full volume in case her voice cracked. �Toby�s more interested in chasing chickens than he is in me. Anyway, you sound sleepy. I should let you rest.�
�No! I want to talk to you. How�s work?�
�Fine. It�s� yeah.�
He laughed. �You�re not having second thoughts, are you? About our decision to move to the country?�
�God, no.� It seemed like a distant memory now. They�d met working for a huge multi-national and bonded over their mutual dislike of big cities and the kind of bureaucratic nonsense that came with big companies. It was only three years since they�d moved away from Manchester, but it felt like a hell of a lot longer. �No way. I�ve never been happier.�
A tear slipped down her cheek and she frowned. Get a grip. You�ll be home in less than a month.
�Good. I was only teasing. I love you, A.�
She smiled. Hearing him say that made this all worth it. She�d be home in a month with enough money to make their dreams come true. It was more than a fair trade.
�I love�� The words died on her lips. Had he been cut off? She frowned. The phone had gone silent. Even though they lived in the middle of nowhere, it wasn�t so remote that they didn�t have good mobile reception. She pulled the phone from her ear and stared at it, wondering what had happened. The screen had dimmed itself. She tapped it to bring it back to life so she could call Dan back.
Nothing happened. She clicked her tongue. She was ravenous now, so it didn�t take much to make her impatient. She held down the power button for several seconds, but nothing happened. The phone was dead.
It was only then that she realised the kitchen light had gone off too.
Maybe it�s the power. Even so, it was a weird coincidence that her phone had run out of battery at the exact same time as the power cut out.
She felt her way to the kitchen, not caring if the power was gone so long as she could eat. There was no blue light on the stovetop. She�d had the gas up as high as it would go, so the food was still bubbling, but it was easing rapidly. The gas had gone too.
She twisted the dial and waited for a few seconds to allow any gas in the air to disperse. Then she tried again. Silence. No hiss of gas, even though the flat was connected to the mains supply.
She tried the light switches too, flicking them on and off at the wall. Nothing.
�Huh.�
She tried her phone again.
Nothing.
It was then that she moved to the window and saw something that really alarmed her. It was completely dark outside�something she had never seen before in London. The city sky didn�t so much get dark as fade from blue or grey to a hazy orange glow from all the streetlights.
�Bugger,� she muttered. If she was at home she�d have a torch at hand, but she didn�t. Nor did she know where the fuse box was.
Not that it mattered.
The only light was from the moon, which was little more than a sliver.
This wasn�t a problem with the fuse box. The gas was out too. And the streetlights.
They were on different supplies. It didn�t make sense.
She looked around in the darkness, her hunger forgotten now. What the hell was going on? She had definitely charged her phone overnight and the battery had been fine when she called Dan. She knew that. It always beeped when it was running low.
She pinched the bridge of her nose and tried to figure out what to do.
It was difficult. Her brain felt like it was wrapped in a thick layer of cotton wool. For once, she regretted training so hard�it might not have silenced her thoughts completely, but it had definitely dulled her brain.
She leant against the countertop and stared out into the darkness.
Think, Annie.
Gas out. Power out. Phone out. Not out of reception, but completely dead. Was it a widespread mains problem extending to the source of the gas and all the mobile phone towers in range as well as the supply to street lights? Maybe, but that didn�t explain why her phone had died.
Unless, she thought, I was so tired and hungry that I didn�t hear the warning beep telling me the battery was low.
That was the only plausible explanation.
How soon would it be fixed? Probably right away if it was so widespread that it affected the gas mains as well as the phone towers. It was bound to affect hospitals too and they wouldn�t allow that.
Two things struck her then; two separate facts that made her blood run cold and her body feel shaky and clammy.
One: she had worked on scenarios like this. The phone and gas companies would have generators to ensure there were no breaks in supply. Sure, those companies went down from time to time, but together?
And two, the thing that worried her most: her phone hadn�t been low on battery. She was sure of that.
She knew of only one possible explanation for what she was seeing.
She shook her head.
�No,� she whispered. Her eyes filled with tears and her heart raced in a way that it usually only did after too much caffeine. �No.�
It can�t be.
It had been a long day. She was half delirious from hunger. There had to be a more reasonable explanation that she wasn�t seeing.
Even as she told herself that, though, her attention wandered back to the window. There were no sirens. No car horns. Nothing. It was as if the world had simply stopped.

4. David

�Take the controls.�
�What? We�re landing soon.�
�Yeah well,� David said with a shrug. �Nature calls. I thought you said you could fly this thing.�
He unfastened his seatbelt, smiling at the look on the young man�s face. Behind them, Jackson, the first officer, looked to all the world as if he was fast asleep. David winked. They�d done this to every newbie they�d ever flown with. There was nothing at all to be alarmed about�it was the best way to test if a young buck had the balls to captain an Airbus.
If anything actually happened, Jackson would be there to take over. Baptism by fire, except there was really no risk at all. It was all in hand; the kid would thank them in the end. Better than all this micro-managing, hand-holding crap they learnt nowadays.
David smiled to himself as he unlocked the door to the cockpit and let himself out. He nodded at Martina. She was old school, like him. She got it. There weren�t many of the old girls left these days.
He glanced at the trio seated in the front row and his smile vanished. Those were the days alright; now long gone. He loved the old photos of women in fur coats and men in three-piece suits and smart hats. None of this half-dressed, half-cut nonsense.
He sighed. He missed the days when flying was a rarity and people looked at him with the same respect they might give to a surgeon or a lawyer. There was none of that anymore. Women still threw themselves at him, of course, but these days that only happened when they were pissed and he was on a stopover in Mallorca or some other hellhole.
Christ, he thought, I�m getting too old for this.
He looked down the aisle and saw more of the same. Men in vests, dribbling in their sleep after tiring themselves out shouting and roaring at the start of the short flight. Women sunburnt to a crisp and comatose after drinking their own body weight in vodka over the course of their week�s holiday in the sun.
Once upon a time he�d done the transatlantic flights. But then the airline had been bought out and the union had buggered up and� well, he supposed he was somewhat bitter about the whole thing. Did no-one value experience anymore? Next there�ll be self-flying planes, as if guiding a hulking great jet through the sky is something to be sneezed at.
�Hello, Captain.�
He looked down. It was an elderly woman draped in a bright kaftan. She must have been in her eighties; her face was lined and sunken, but there was still a liveliness about her that made him smile. She had that look about her that told him she�d been a hell-raiser in her day and probably still knew how to enjoy a good party.
�Hello, dear. Have you had a pleasant flight?�
She pursed her lips. He couldn�t usually stand to look at old women�s lips�cat�s arses, he called them�but she was different. There was such mischief in her eyes.
It wasn�t that he fancied her�good god, no. He was only in his sixties. He hadn�t even graduated to fifty-year-olds yet, never mind OAPs.
�It�s a damn sight more pleasant now that those yobs have stopped singing.� She leaned forward. �Shouldn�t you be flying the plane instead of chatting to me?�
He smiled. �Don�t you worry, my dear. I have a very capable first officer back in the cockpit.�
A staticky buzz in the air indicated that the intercom from the cabin had been switched on. The only sound was Keith�s laboured breathing. �Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,� he said after an awkward pause. He sounded more like a child than a twenty-five-year-old man with a pilot�s licence.
�I�d best get back,� David muttered.
Honestly. The guy had done fine up to now�why hadn�t he just taken a breath before getting on the intercom? He�d give nervous passengers a field day with that sort of tone. Did they not teach common sense anymore? Even David felt nervous listening to him and he�d flown thousands of hours and could probably do it blindfolded if he had to.
He passed Martina buckling herself in and rapped on the door of the cockpit. Jackson got up to let him in. Keith was still at the controls.
�I stepped in to get him off the radio.�
David nodded. �Good work.� He closed the door. �You�re doing well, Keith, my boy. But don�t ever get on the intercom sounding like that. You�ll have them in a panic and that�s the last thing we need.�
Keith turned to him and opened his mouth to say something as David buckled himself in. David never got to hear it.
Everything went dark. And quiet too, for a split second before the passengers began to scream.
�What did you do, Keith?�
All the lights on the instrument panel had gone out, but the warning sirens hadn�t come on. They were flying blind.
�Nothing! I didn�t. Is this a joke? It�s not funny if it��
�Shut up,� David hissed. His stomach was roiling and he worried he was going to vomit. �Jackson, what the hell is this?�
�I don�t know. It�s��
David had never seen anything like it. It was pitch black in there and they were descending with no engines and no instruments. He lunged for his headset.
�Air traffic control. Come in. Do you read me?�
There was no answer. The radio was dead too. Had they hit a storm? It was a clear night. There had been no warning. Now someone was thumping on the door to the cockpit: he could just about hear it over the screams.
�Talk to them,� he hissed at no-one in particular. �Calm them down. I need to get through to air traffic control.�
He tried again, but it was no use. He couldn�t see a bloody thing. How was he going to land this thing with no power if he had no clue where he was going?
David�s heart hammered in a way that it never had before and there was a sharp pain in his chest that worried him greatly. He�d trained for every eventuality�or so he�d thought�but this?
He swallowed.
�Don�t panic,� he hissed. �I�ve got this. Never done it before, but thirty-five years of flying has to stand for something, doesn�t it?�
�This must be a joke,� Keith croaked, in a voice that was even more strangled than earlier. �It has to be. How��
�Shut up!� David snapped. �Mayday,� he screamed into the dead microphone at his lips. �Mayday. Flight UK710.�
He sucked in a deep breath, filling his chest and trying to calm himself. He could see a faint silvery reflection far below. Moonlight, he realised. On the Thames.
�What the hell is happening?� Jackson muttered.
David shook his head. That didn�t matter now. �We can find out later. For now, we have to get this thing down.� His mind raced as he tried to perform all sorts of calculations he hadn�t needed to do in twenty years. �Guide me. Look for any landmarks that might help. We can do this. We�ve got to��
He was thrown violently to the left, so forcefully that his whole body felt like it had been ripped to shreds. It was bright for a moment and the screaming was worse than he could ever have imagined, and he knew for just a fraction of a second that another plane had hit them mid-air.

II. TUESDAY


5. Pete

�Fuck�s sake,� Pete groaned when he picked up his phone and saw it was dead.
He reached down between his bed and bedside table for his charger lead, almost falling out of bed in the process. He jammed the connector into the base of his phone and watched the screen impatiently. Nothing happened. No glowing circle telling him his battery was at zero percent and charging. Nothing.
He sank back against the pillows. This was all he needed. Zane had told him to get up, get dressed and wait for his call. You didn�t mess Zane around. It was just his luck that his phone had died and his alarm hadn�t gone off.
Typical, he thought. Just typical. He�d spent months trying to prove himself and now he�d finally been given a chance, he�d only gone and blown it.
�Mum!�
No answer.
�Mum! Did you forget to pay the power again?�
He stared at the ceiling. Checked his phone again. Sighed. �Mum!�
When there was no sign of her after a few minutes, he stormed out to the landing. The house was silent. Rolling his eyes, he went downstairs to get a drink. The back door opened just as he reached the kitchen.
�Where the hell were you?�
�Sorry, love. I was out checking on the washing and I got chatting to Mrs Ritesh.�
Pete rolled his eyes. Mrs Ritesh was a nosy old bag who seemed to think the world owed her something for having lived past the age of seventy. �What the hell did she want?�
His mother frowned. She didn�t like it when he talked like that about the elderly�not that he cared. �Don�t be like that, love.�
He was about to object when he remembered the reason he�d been looking for her in the first place. �Did you forget to pay the power bill again? It�s out. My phone�s dead.�
�No, of course I didn�t. I learned my lesson last time, didn�t I, when I had to pay for them to come and connect it again. Like I�m made of money.�
The front door slammed shut before he could reply. He was sure it had been closed when he came downstairs.
�You expecting anyone?�
�It�s probably your brother.�
�What�s he doing here?� The two had never seen eye to eye. They didn�t have to these days. Josh worked such long hours at his job in London that Pete rarely saw him.
�I live here,� Josh snapped, waddling into the kitchen with several huge shopping bags, all filled to the brim.
�Yeah, I know. Why aren�t you at work?�
�Because, you absolute waste of space, the whole world�s gone to shit�in case you hadn�t noticed.�
�Joshua!� their mother cried, throwing herself down in a chair and reaching for the box of fags that was never far from her yellow-stained fingers. �Don�t say things like that about your brother!�
�Well it�s true,� Josh muttered. �He�s never worked a day in his life. Unless you count robbing and scamming.� He tapped his chin in the same way he always did when he thought he was being clever. �Nope, pretty sure that doesn�t count. When are you going to stop covering for him�� he trailed off and stared at Pete.
�What?� He was used to his brother going off on an endless lecture of words he didn�t understand or want to. It wasn�t like Josh to just give in without first boring the arse off everyone around him. �What are you looking at me like that for?�
Josh glanced at their mother and then shook his head like he was having second thoughts about whatever rant he was about to go on. Unfortunately for him, she happened to be watching.
�What? What�s that all about? Don�t look at me and then decide you can�t say it.� She turned to Pete, breathing a long coil of smoke out her mouth and nose as she did. �What�s going on with you two? Eh?�
Pete shook his head. There was no-one he loved more than his mother, even though she often drove him up the wall.
�Nothing, Mum. It�s nothing. Josh's finally gone mental from reading all his books, or whatever the hell he does all day.�
Josh rolled his eyes and hissed through his teeth. �I don�t have time for your bullshit today, alright?�
�Why? Too busy staring at yourself in the mirror and pretending you�re going to take over the world?� Where did Josh get off? Anyone would think he was someone half important. He was only a junior something or other.
�No, as it happens. Jesus Christ, what did I do to get stuck with you as a brother? The wannabe gangster swaggering around like he�s a hard man?�
�Josh!� their mother yelled. �Stop it!�
�But it�s true.� He turned to Pete. �You think no-one knows what you do?� He frowned. �Anyway, I need to talk to you.�
�What,� Pete snorted. �After that attack? No fucking way.�
Their mother let out an exaggerated sigh. �Don�t use that language in my house.�
�It�s important, Pete.�
He narrowed his eyes. �Well say it then. What�s so important?�
Josh said nothing.
�Right then. I�d best get to work.� With his phone dead and the power off, he didn�t have time to hang around all day to listen to Josh's bullshit. He�d find Zane and make it clear he was serious; he�d show them he could use his initiative.
�Wait.�
�Yeah, wait,� their mother croaked.
Pete winced. He hated the effect those things had on her. She�d had bronchitis on and off for months and even that wasn�t enough to make her quit them. �What? I said I�ve got to go.�
�Just wait a minute. Mrs Ritesh said that John Cooper can�t get his oxygen tank working and Susan can�t get the car started to take him to the doctor.�
�Tell him to take the train.�
�That�s not funny, Peter. You know the poor lad has trouble with his health. If he got stuck on the train in one of those tunnels it might be the end of him. Will you just go help them? Come on.�
�What do you want me to do? Give him mouth-to-mouth?�
He�d smiled as he said it and she was smiling now too. He was the youngest and her favourite. He knew it. And she knew he knew.
�Ah, Peter. You can�t say things like that.�
�Sorry, Mum,� he said, hanging his head as if he regretted it. �Fine. I�ll go see if I can help them with the car.�
�Go have a shower first, love. It looks like you haven�t washed your hair in days.�
He rolled his eyes. �It�s gel. This is how it�s supposed to look.� But he got up and walked to the stairs as he said it. It was easier than arguing. He could use a shower to wash the sleep off him anyway. They�d gone to the pub around noon the day before and even though he�d been home in bed by nine, he was hungover to bits. A shower was about the only thing that�d make him feel right. He knew the real reason she was telling him to shower was that she could smell the stale booze off him.
He ran up the stairs as quickly as his throbbing head would allow and slammed the bathroom door.
�It�s not going to work,� Josh said from outside the door before Pete had even taken his t-shirt off.
�What? What the hell?� he snapped, frowning at his reflection in the mirror. �Did you just follow me up here? Fuck�s sake, you get weirder by the minute.�
�You�ll see.�
�You�ll see,� he mouthed to his angry mirror image. He much preferred Josh when he was at work. Or asleep. Anywhere except talking to him.
His mood got worse when he stepped into the bath and turned on the taps. Nothing happened. Groaning, he turned both taps as far as they�d go and jiggled the little pin that sent the water to the shower hose. Still nothing.
�For fuck�s sake,� he growled. �How�m I supposed to have a shower?�
�I told you, didn�t I?�
He�d never wanted to punch his brother so badly. Why did he have to be so smug? The truth was, Pete could handle it if Josh was a nerd. When they were kids he�d been proud of his brother for being so clever, even if it did seem to be the reason Josh got his head kicked in on a weekly basis by the other kids on the estate. But not this. Not the way he talked down to Pete all the time and nagged their mother to make him get a job stacking shelves or pulling pints. He was only a year older, but he sometimes talked like he was Pete�s dad.
�Shut up, Josh,� he snapped, stepping out of the bath again. Their mum hated it when her two boys fought, so he tried to hold back for her sake. Josh never made that easy.
He threw back on his boxers and stormed out of the bathroom to find his way blocked by his brother.
�Are you serious?�
�Just listen to me for a sec, will you?�
Pete rolled his eyes. There was an unmistakable London twang to his brother�s words; one he hadn�t noticed before. He smirked. �Do your work colleagues,� he said in a put-on posh accent, �know you live in a council estate?�
Josh's face fell a little. Not much, but enough to notice. Pete pushed past him.
�Wait!�
�Why? I�m in a hurry.�
�Just listen! A guy I work with�s been banging on about this theory of his, alright, so a few months ago I gave in and went for a pint with him. I still thought he was crazy, mind, but now I�m not so sure. He said there were weapons capable of wiping out everything. Not just the power, but cars and laptops and medical equipment. Everything we know, basically. The trains weren�t running this morning, that�s why I couldn�t get to work.�
�So? The trains from here are rubbish. Everyone knows that.�
�But that�s not the only thing. Think about it. The power�s out. And my mobile�s not working either. I always keep it charged.�
Pete stopped with one hand on his bedroom door. It was weird that Josh's phone had stopped working at the same time as his own, especially since he�d only had it a few months.
�We�ve got to stock up, Pete, do you hear me? We�re in real trouble here. We�ve got to bunker down with everything we need for several months. I�ve already brought home as much tinned food as I could carry but it�s not enough. Are you even listening to me? The only advantage we have is we�re ahead of everyone who doesn�t know what�s going on.�
Pete was half-listening, staring into space as he tried to think up a simple explanation.
�Okay, look, maybe you don�t understand. I�ll put it another way��
Pete snapped out of his daze. �Fuck off you patronising twat.� He slammed the door before his brother could answer.
He dressed quickly and stormed out of the house, completely ignoring Josh, who followed him down the stairs muttering about electromagnetic rays and who knew what else.
�Get back to your computer games, mate, and leave the rest of us to the real world,� he said, slamming the front door behind him.
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Now Pete wasn�t so sure. It was one thing having the power go off. It was another� well, that was the thing. He couldn�t quite figure out what it was, but something was wrong.
He zipped up his jacket and shoved his hands in his pockets. It was cold. The street was busier than usual. People were always loitering around during the day, but this was something else. All the old women were out, hanging around their gates.
He walked about twenty feet and turned onto the tiled pathway that led to number twenty-seven. His skin prickled. He felt uneasy, but couldn�t explain why. He�d grown up on that street. He�d never felt uncomfortable there before.
He got about halfway between the gate and the Cooper�s bright red front door when he stopped. He�d just tell his mum that he�d called in to help. She didn�t have to know.
He turned around and walked back to the street. That was when it struck him. Crosby Road was the only street that ran right the way through the estate. It was narrow and filled with speed bumps, but that hadn�t stopped drivers using it as a shortcut because it was still faster to drive through than around. Instead of complaining about the noise of cars flying past, his mother and the other women on the road now complained about brakes squealing and cars accelerating at all hours of the day and night.
He hadn�t seen a single car drive past since he�d left the house. In either direction. He hurried out the gate in case Mrs Cooper came out and saw him, but he soon stopped in his tracks. He hadn�t noticed before, but now it was so obvious. There were cars in the middle of the road, just abandoned.
He looked around. Nobody was paying attention so he walked into the road and bent to look in the driver�s door of the closest one. The passenger window had been smashed. The seat was covered in glass. He frowned. It was a late model BMW. He was surprised the alarm hadn�t woken them all up. Car alarms usually sent his mother batty�the estate didn�t have the best reputation so cars were broken into all the time.
Who�d just leave their Beemer sitting on the road here? he wondered. Bloody idiot.
He moved back onto the footpath on the other side of the road and listened. He couldn�t hear anything except birds. There were no trucks roaring past on the nearby motorway. No sirens. Nothing. He might as well have been in the middle of the countryside.
He walked on, looking all around him. It seemed like any other day�the sky was grey and it was drizzling on and off�but there was something so surreal about the quiet. He�d never seen anything like it�not even during England matches when everyone was inside watching the match or down at the pub. Traffic didn�t just stop when there was a match on.
Now it was dead.
He got to the shops. Not the main shops�they were a mile or so away�but the row of five shops with flats overhead that they�d probably built to make the place feel like a community. Not that it had worked. The only ones open were the chip shop and the mini-mart. A couple of the shops had been burnt out and nobody had bothered boarding up the charred windows upstairs.
He walked into the minimart, amazed to find it packed. It was never packed�not even when the few people on the road with jobs were coming home from work. People didn�t shop there for groceries, they went to the big discount supermarket on the other side of the motorway.
�Hello, Peter.�
�Mr Gill.� He nodded. He�d had a Saturday job there years ago, before he�d quit school. Mr Gill was a decent bloke who was normally unfazed by anything. You�d have to be, to run a shop in a place like this. Despite the bars and CCTV cameras, he still got broken into a few times a year. Today, though, he looked rattled. �Everything alright?�
The old man didn�t answer. Instead, he waved his hand around the shop, taking in all the shoppers frantically filling their baskets. Pete frowned. He�d never seen anyone use a basket in there. There was a reason why people didn�t do their grocery shopping at Gill�s: it was overpriced and the stock was usually close to its expiry date, if not past it�his mum said that all the time. He shook his head. �What�s going on?�
�You tell me. It�s been like this since I opened early this morning. At first I thought it was a bad day since the freezers were off and all the ice-cream was melting. But they haven�t stopped coming in since I opened. It�s very strange. Your brother too! Bought more than he could even carry. Why? He never usually shops here.�
Pete recalled the bags his brother had hefted into the house. Josh had been struggling under the weight. He was still as skinny as he�d been as a boy, but he was tall now. Strong. �What did he buy?�
�What didn�t he buy. Tins of beans, tuna, spam. Cereal. Evaporated milk. Flour.�
He wasn�t surprised by the detail. Mr Gill had a good memory. �Why? He�s big into his salads and boiled chicken. What�s he want with canned shite?�
Mr Gill made a face.
�Sorry.�
�That�s alright, Peter. No offence taken. But there�s a lady behind you trying to get through.�
Pete turned and came face-to-face with a woman he recognised from a few streets over. She was practically buckling under the weight of her basket, which was so full the stuff on top looked like it might topple out.
It was the same with everyone else in the shop. Baskets full of stuff, like they�d never be able to buy anything ever again.
Josh�s voice floated back into his head again. We�re in real trouble here. He stopped. You could say a lot of things about Josh, but you couldn�t deny he was clever. And calm. He worked with traders of something-or-other and according to him, keeping your wits about you was the most important part of the job.
Pete pushed his way through the throng of people to the door and stopped dead. To the left was Harry�s gym, the front he used to run all his businesses; to the right his mother�s house. A crazy thought came into his head. What if all this was true? What if it really was the end of the world? He hadn�t heard a siren all morning. Where were the police?
He�d been trying to get into the inner circle for months; to make the older blokes like Zane see he was serious and not just a kid. Was this his chance?
He shook his head. Harry couldn�t stand being bullshitted, but he�d want to know this. And if Pete was the one to tell him�
He turned right and started to run. He had to find out the truth. And he had to get it to Harry before any of the other lads did.

6. Clive

Clive Staunton hurried up the steps of the smart Victorian townhouse. It was only a few miles from his own flat, though it almost felt like a different city. Clive wasn�t thinking about that. He was still mulling over his actions of the previous day. And cursing the tubes for being down. The last thing he needed was to be late after what had happened the day before. Everyone had smartphones these days. In fact, he was probably already splashed all over the internet� He rapped hard on the door. Poor judgement aside, he liked to be early for his shifts, but he hadn�t counted on the delay when he�d left the flat at six and found the whole city stalled. There had been a time when he�d have shrugged and sprinted all the way there�not anymore.
Which was probably why he�d been assigned to protect a former prime minister more or less exclusively for the past year.
He swallowed.
Was that the reason?
Or was it more to do with everything that had been happening at home? He hadn�t thought it was affecting his performance, but maybe it was� Especially in light of what had happened. Even a year ago, he�d never have just pulled his weapon like that. It was reckless. Clive was a lot of things, but reckless wasn�t one of them.
�Morning mate,� he grunted as the door opened. �Sorry I�m late. Problems with the underground.�
�Are you late? I didn�t realise. My watch stopped. Not to mention my phone and the radio.�
Clive stopped and frowned. �Mine too. Watch. And phone.�
�Yeah, well,� Mark said, closing the door behind him. �That�s only the beginning.�
�How do you mean?�
The other man shook his head and Clive didn�t like what he saw in his eyes.
Mark Barnes was the most level-headed man he�d ever encountered.
Usually.
�What�s going on, Mark? You don�t seem yourself.�
�I�m surprised anyone seems like themselves.� He rubbed his cheeks. �Clive, how�d you do it? How can you just walk in here like it�s a regular day when the world is going crazy.�
�What are you talking about?� He tried to think. Had he heard anything mentioned on the news? It had only been about an hour since he left the flat, having woken early as usual without the need for an alarm. That was how he had known he was late�he always woke at the same time each morning and he allowed half an hour to get from door to door, which was plenty of time when the trains were working. He couldn�t remember hearing anything. If he had, he would have remembered�especially something severe enough to rattle Mark Barnes.
�You really don�t know, do you?�
Clive shrugged. The truth was, he�d had more on his mind than work�not that he was planning on admitting that. All of a sudden, he felt tired. �Not unless you decide to tell me. Now, come on. I have a job to do.� He tried not to feel resentful. As much as his pride had suffered from what he saw as being sidelined, there were benefits to this assignment�like not travelling halfway around the world every second week, like he might have done if he�d been guarding more high-profile politicians.
�Everything�s buggered, mate. Everything. I�ve been on since last night, and it�s been one thing after another. I went to check the fuse board when the power cut. I didn�t even get as far as the door when the cars started crashing. I thought it was an attack.� He jerked his head towards the stairs. �The old man was beside himself. I didn�t have the heart to tell him no terrorist in their right mind would bother with him when they could go after someone more interesting.�
Clive smiled. He enjoyed Mark�s dark humour�it was a common thing in the force. But something about what he�d heard made him uneasy. Was he really that out of it these days? He�d been a bit surprised by the amount of traffic on the roads at that time of the morning, but he hadn�t noticed any crashes. Had he been that self-absorbed by his own problems?
Mark noticed his confusion. �Just outside. A taxi that was passing ploughed into a van.�
Clive shook his head. �Now, wait a minute. Cars crashing, the power�s out�� he swallowed. None of that was as important as the other thing Mark had mentioned. �You said the radio. It can�t be. It�s all battery operated. As you should know�we�ve changed the thing enough times.�
�I know. That�s why it surprised me. I�ve tried it.�
�Are you sure the battery hasn�t worn down?�
�Certain.�
�Even so, shouldn�t we��
�Already have,� Mark interrupted. �I changed it. Twice, in fact. The damn thing�s still dead.�
Clive shook his head as he realised the implications. �Jesus, Mark. With no phones, how�re we supposed to get in touch with anyone?� He stopped and the cogs started working in his mind. The Right Honourable Charles Macintosh was a notorious Luddite who refused to embrace modern technology. To that end, he�d insisted on keeping his landline. Clive beelined for the front parlour now.
�I�ve already checked,� Mark called after him. �It�s dead too. Clive, I really don�t like this.�
Clive entered the musty room and strode over to the phone to check for himself. He turned around, trying to process everything he had just heard. Maybe the IPCC was the least of his worries.
Before he could speak, there was a phlegmy cough from outside the door. His heart sank.
�What on earth is this racket? You�re paid to look after me, not act the nuisance. At least make yourselves useful and make me a cup of tea. Bloody housekeeper is nowhere to be seen as usual.�
Mark shrugged and Clive moved to the door with a sigh. It was his turn. Mark had been dealing with the old goat since the previous evening. He moved through to the kitchen at the back and held the old kettle under the tap, cursing when he realised the water was out too. Of course it was�it had been a trickle in his flat when he ran the cold tap to splash water on his face before he left.
�You�d think,� Mark said quietly, �that the old prick might realise we�re not paid to wait on him hand and foot.�
�Why didn�t you tell me the water was out?�
�Good excuse to get away.�
�We�re supposed to be protecting him, not hiding,� Clive muttered. He turned and leaned against the counter, frowning. An idea had stuck in his head and he was having trouble processing it. �What�s going on, Mark? There�s been no word that it�s an attack, but then how could there be with the phones and radios out?�
Mark shook his head. �You�re right. I�ve been sitting around here waiting for someone to come and update me but there�s been nothing. And why would there be? Old Charlie�s an embarrassment to the government these days. They�ll be focusing on getting the PM and the cabinet secured in the bunkers under Whitehall. No-one cares about a racist old Tory who rarely ventures out in public anymore.�
�What time are you on �til?�
�Twelve. Then I�m pissing off out of here to find out what the hell is going on.�
�Who�s on after you?�
�Nathan.�
Clive winced. Nathan wasn�t a bad lad, but he was one of those ambitious kids who saw protecting an old PM as beneath him compared to the more exciting assignments in the branch.
�I know,� Mark said, looking at him sideways. �Nothing like a young gun to make you feel like a washed-out has been. Still, it�s better than being back on the beat.�
�Is it?� Clive shook his head. He�d thought about that a lot. Long gone were the days he�d travelled all over the world and worked with elite government officers in other countries to keep everyone safe. Patrolling the streets seemed to him like a far more dignified way to spend the last years of his career than making tea for a horrible old snob.
Mark folded his arms across his thick chest. �What got you here, mate? Since we�re opening up and all. You�re still in good nick, fitness wise. I can tell. And you�ve never been one to rock the boat with the higher-ups.�
Clive froze. �Come on. We should go check on him. Especially when we don�t know what�s going on out there.�

7. Annie

Annie hadn�t slept. How could she, when every time she closed her eyes she found them opening again to check if the streetlights had come back on?
They hadn�t.
She sat up, shivering as she grabbed her dressing gown from the end of the bed. She had underestimated the strength of the heating in the place because it was colder now than she ever remembered it being. She�d also underestimated the damp�the air felt so clammy that she wasn�t sure she�d ever feel warm again.
Was it an EMP? she wondered. Is that even possible?
She wrapped the robe around her, deep in thought. She had a tendency to think the worst, so she knew better than to panic. She climbed out of bed and pulled her laptop from its battered case.
She had worked in business continuity in Manchester years ago and that was what she was doing in London now, but she was out of practice. Her current contract was for a startup that had quickly gone global and she�d been excited to get back into the sector�until she realised her division was little more than a PR exercise to appease one of the more conservative directors. Rather than come up with a plan for real worst-case scenarios, she had been told to dial it down and stick to something easy to solve.
Now she regretted shutting up and taking the money. Her knowledge of electromagnetic pulses was hazy. As far as she knew, their use as a weapon was still theoretical. Which was a good thing, of course. Set one of those off, the theory went, and you could wipe out an entire country�s grid. Not just the power network, but every single piece of circuitry, no matter how small.
She shivered even though her robe was thick and warm. She hit the power switch to her laptop, but the screen remained black. She slammed the lid down. It was looking more and more like an EMP, but she didn�t have a hard copy of the notes she�d taken before she came down to London to take this job.
She was alarmed by the tears that had come so easily. She swallowed back the lump in her throat. She wasn�t a crier. She often got carried away thinking of doomsday scenarios, but it had never driven her to tears before.
There�s a perfectly reasonable explanation for this, she told herself. Now, get up and stop feeling sorry for yourself or you�ll be late.
She moved on autopilot to the bathroom. She squeezed toothpaste onto her toothbrush and turned the tap on. It spluttered and gurgled. She turned it off quickly.
I should save water.
She hurried to the kitchen, swallowing back the feeling of dread that had risen inside her.
If this was a natural solar event the meteorological service would have warned us. And if it was an attack� well, that�s just ridiculous. We�re not at war with anyone.
She grabbed a saucepan and held it under the cold tap until the last drop had gurgled and hissed its way out. She found the next biggest pot and did the same thing with the hot tap. There wasn�t much. The tank mustn�t have had a chance to refill after her shower the night before.
She slammed lids on the pots, irritated. The water company should have had generators. Her mind started to wander; to try and explain this oversight, but this time she wouldn�t allow it. She grabbed a breakfast bar from the cupboard and allowed herself some water to wash it down.
As a concession to the gridlock and delays the power outage would no doubt cause, she threw on gym clothes and trainers instead of her usual trouser suit. That way, she�d be more comfortable if she had to wait on the platform for ages.
She got to the door and something nagged at her. Annoyed by her own paranoia, she went back to the kitchen and threw the rest of the breakfast bars into a backpack and took her stash of emergency cash from the bottom drawer.
By now, she was having to sing to herself in her head to keep her thoughts from wandering.
She was two hundred miles from home.
She knew no-one in London.
Adrenaline raced through her veins even though she told herself it was nothing to worry about.
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When Annie opened the outer door of the building, she saw why it had been so dreary inside. The sky was the colour of smoke and the rain was pelting down almost horizontally. She pulled up her hood and wondered if she should have taken a weapon.
She rolled her eyes. Stop thinking the worst. There might have been a storm near one of the main power stations.
As for the water and the gas, she�d lost count of the number of times she�d asked an executive about maintenance of backup generators only to be met with glazed eyes. No-one was ever as prepared as they thought they were. It was probably the same at the water company.
She frowned when she got out onto the street.
There had been nothing remarkable about her blocks of flats, which were usually quiet so early in the morning. Now that she reached the street, warning sign after warning sign flashed in front of her in every direction.
At first, her brain had jumped to the conclusion that the scene was normal. Peak morning traffic. There was nothing unusual about cars at a standstill.
But they weren�t just idling. There was no engine noise; no clouds of exhaust fumes wafting in the cold air.
She spun around and looked back down High Street. Further along, a car had concertinaed into the back of another vehicle. A bus was stopped almost directly in front of her, blocking her view of the other side of the street.
Stop it. It�s just a crash.
It wasn�t. The bus was empty. So were the cars around it. Nobody was slamming on their horns and swearing�which they certainly would be doing if this was normal London gridlock. She hadn�t been there long, but she knew that much.
Sometimes when the rain was heavy, she took the bus to the station. Her usual stop was about fifty yards from where she now stood. The crowd sheltering underneath it was packed together and people spilt out the sides. She had never seen it so busy.
Intrigued, she found herself moving closer to get a better look. From the way people were stomping and jerking their heads, they were running out of patience.
Annie had seen enough and she was already soaked. She turned and walked on towards the underground station. She buried her hands in her pockets and tried not to think about the cold.
All along the street, cars had ploughed into each other and been left abandoned. She was rattled by the sight of several motorbikes abandoned in the street. It was another sign that the crazy theory she was trying not to think about might not be all that crazy. Those bikes must have stopped working�otherwise, why wouldn�t their riders have gone around the traffic?
She walked faster, heart thumping so hard she worried she might pass out. At every bus stop she passed, she had to stop and squeeze past the crowds of people waiting. People were beyond the point of agitation�she could see it. What were they doing? Why were they just standing there?
It was all wrong. It was crazy: she had never seen anything like it.
Adrenaline pumped through her body. She started to run towards the station.
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The crowd outside the tube station was even deeper than at the bus stops. After a few minutes had gone by, she started to suspect the queue wasn�t going anywhere. She circled around the back of the crowd and climbed up on a junction box. The gate had been pulled across, just like it was pulled across every night after the last train had been and gone.
She turned away, looking this way and that as if the answer was a physical thing she might find nearby.
Now what?
She squeezed her eyes shut.
With the tubes down and the roads blocked up, she had no way to get to work. Nor could she log in remotely since her laptop was dead.
Her heart was thumping so loudly that she was certain she could hear it over the hum of discontent from the crowd around her.
Walk, a voice inside her screamed. You turn around and walk to the farm. Now!
She bent her head. The tears were coming thick and fast now, not that anyone around her would notice. The farm was two hundred miles away. It would take her a week to get there. Longer, probably, since it was the middle of winter and she�d need to find shelter each night before it got dark.
She shook her head. It was a daunting prospect, but that wasn�t what bothered her the most.
It made her heart sick to think of what they�d lost if it was true; if this had all been caused by an EMP. Everything she�d worked for; everything they had sacrificed.
She couldn�t take it anymore. She had to get out of there, away from the angry crowd and out of the rain.
The rain was starting to ease. She forced one foot in front of the other.
Go. Go now. Everything will be okay, but you need to get out of London.
Then she realised that it wasn�t a choice between walking or staying put. She remembered the bikes that came with the flat. Bikes to explore the canal banks.
It would still be a hell of a challenge to go all that way alone if her suspicions proved correct, but she�d get there a lot faster on a bike.
She glanced up at the sky and frowned. The heavy grey clouds were starting to thin out. She gasped in surprise. The sun was high in the sky, not low and weak. It was far later than she�d thought. She must have fallen asleep at some point after all. There was no way she could go anywhere now, whether on a bike or on foot. Not with only another four hours or so before dark.
Her mind raced. With every passing second, it was becoming clearer and clearer that something terrible had happened and there was only one explanation that fit. She looked around at the crowded streets, filled with confused, frustrated people She had never felt so alone.
And it was only going to get worse.

8. Terry

Terry frowned. He�d wondered many times if the day could get any weirder, and each time he�d been surprised to find that it could. First, it had been the gridlock on High Street where several cars had rear-ended others but nobody had stuck around to fight about it. Then the shuttered shops and pubs, and all the people milling about on the street as if they didn�t know what to do with themselves.
And even that had paled into insignificance once he arrived at the shop and eventually managed to get in via the customer door when his swipe card wouldn�t work.
He�d never seen the shop so busy. Not on Christmas Eve; not even when they had a big sale on. The place was thronged and it had been since he got in. It didn�t help that half the shift hadn�t turned up and the backup generator that the manager liked to brag about wasn�t working.
GrocerySavers was the sort of place that appealed to bargain hunters shopping in bulk. They sold a hell of a lot of frozen food, all of which was now sweating in powered-off freezers. It was getting closer and closer to the point that it would be a health and safety risk to even sell it anymore, even with a warning to cook it on the same day.
Terry had tidied the freezers earlier as he placed torches along the aisle and even then the breaded fish had felt a bit soggy in the bags, so he dreaded to think what it would be like now.
Not that it was putting people off. Terry shook his head. People were hurrying around the shop as if their lives depended on them getting the last packet of frozen peas, and the fact that they were rapidly defrosting wasn�t putting them off. He�d even had to break up a couple of fights as people scrapped over produce. By now, almost all of the milk and bread had sold out and the stock in the back was all gone.
He shook his head. He�d never seen anything like it. He spotted the manager, Charlie, hurrying around the place. Terry usually avoided any interaction with the guy�he was a recent graduate thrown in at the deep end with a bloated salary and no idea what he was doing. It was bullshit, if you asked Terry�no-one had, so he�d been focussing on keeping his nose clean and avoiding trouble. It was rumoured that the new management was gearing up to fire a certain percentage of the lowest performers. The job didn�t pay well, but it was a job. And he needed it. What else was he going to do?
But he also needed to sleep easy at night. �Hey, Charlie. Can I speak to you?�
�Make it quick. I�m busy.�
Terry grimaced. The boy spent most of his time in the office working on multi-coloured spreadsheets. It was about time he did an actual day�s work.
�Well it�s the frozen food, isn�t it? If the power�s been off since last night and the generators never came on, it�s been allowed to defrost for far too long.�
Charlie stared at him blankly.
�People are buying it.�
�Good! That�s what we want.�
Terry frowned. �But it�s not, is it? I tidied the freezers earlier and you could feel the bags starting to get soggy. People might get sick if they eat stuff that�s defrosted. We�ve been telling them to cook it straight away, but how do we know� Shouldn�t we just bin it?�
�People are buying it. That�s a good thing. They�re adults. They can make up their own minds about what�s safe, can�t they?�
It was true, not that they were acting like adults anymore. They were more like savages; acting like they�d never get another bite to eat for the rest of their days.
�They can, but if the health inspector was to��
Charlie barked with laughter before Terry could finish. �The health inspector? Do you really think anyone�s going to be out on a day like this? They�re council workers. Jobsworths.� He paused and looked Terry up and down. �It�s none of your business anyway. I�m the one who�d get in trouble if an inspector came, not you.�
Terry bristled. �You�re missing the point.�
�Am I? You�re wasting my time. Why don�t you get out and relieve Gareth from the door.�
He walked away leaving Terry staring after him. It was freezing out there�and raining. He was starting to wish he hadn�t said anything, but he hadn�t been able to stop himself.
On his way to the staff area to get his coat, he passed a pair of old ladies fighting over the last packet of smoked salmon.
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It was even worse outside. He knew as soon as he stepped out the door and Gaz the security guard�s face lit up.
�Hey mate,� Gaz said, shuffling from foot to foot. �Please tell me you�ve come out to relieve me. I had to tell a customer to find Charlie and ask him. I�ve been out here for hours. I usually get to sit inside the door. It�s freezing out here.�
Terry barely heard him. He was too busy taking in the huge queue of people waiting to get into the shop. Gaz followed his gaze.
�The cold�s not even the worst thing about today.�
�It�s not?�
Gaz laughed. �Not by a long shot, mate. You�ll see.�
Terry frowned and watched as Gaz turned to the crowd, which was growing by the second. It snaked all the way to the side of the building and presumably right around the corner. He�d never seen anything like it.
�Right, ladies and gentlemen,� Gaz shouted. �Listen up. The tills are down. It�s cash only. Doesn�t matter who you are, if you don�t have cash you�re not getting served. Okay?�
There was a low murmur from the crowd. The people in front just nodded, like they�d heard it before.
�Okay, so we�re going to let the next lot in. My friend Terry here will check you�ve got cash so make sure to have it at the ready or else you�ll be holding everyone up. Alright?�
�What?� Terry hissed. �You�re making people show you?�
Gaz shrugged. �You�ve just come from inside, mate. Have you had your eyes closed? Charlie told me to do it this way. He said the old dears at the tills have enough trouble without having to turn people away.�
�They�ve been trying it on?� Terry had been going back and forth from the stockroom to the shelves with his trolley and hadn�t had time to speak to any of his colleagues. They�d all been run off their feet trying to pick up the slack from the ones that hadn�t shown up. No-one had even had a break�they�d barely even had time to dash to the toilet, which wasn�t working either.
�Oh yeah. I�ve had to send away at least four or five who threatened to burn the place down. I hope no-one realises we have no way to call the police because they�ll really try it on then.�
Terry shivered as he nodded the first few women through after checking the cash in their outstretched hands. �I can�t believe this. It�s like people have gone crazy. I hope it�s back to normal soon.�
�Yeah, well. Remember the riots? There was power then. And water. And coppers.� Gaz sighed. �I think we�re getting off lightly. See you later, mate. I�ll be back out in a while.�
Terry nodded. �Take as long as you need.�
Gaz laughed. �I guarantee you won�t be saying that for very long.�
Terry shrugged off the comment and set about working through the crowd as quickly as he could.
An older man stepped forward. He looked blankly at Terry. �Excuse me, son.�
Terry usually went out of his way to be polite to the old blokes, but now he just felt awkward. He hated stopping the man and ordering him to show his cash like he couldn�t be trusted.
This guy has probably gone to war for us, and now look. He glanced over his shoulder towards the shop, but couldn�t see anything with the lights out. He sighed. Was it worth taking a stand when it might cost him his job? And he couldn�t very well let this bloke in without doing the same for all the others.
�Do you have cash?�
�What?�
�Cash. Do you have any? It�s cash only today.�
�And why is that? The bank�s been on at me for years to use a debit card. Now you�re telling me I can�t?�
�I�m sorry, sir,� Terry sighed. �But the power�s out, as you know. The tills are down and so are the card machines.�
�Don�t you have a backup?�
�Even if we had, the phone lines aren�t working so I imagine that would affect the card machines.�
�Yes, well. Do you even know what�s going on here?�
Terry shook his head. He�d never felt so ashamed in his life. �I don�t. Look, I�m just following orders. If I had my way��
The man shot him a look of contempt and turned away without another word.
The fact that the two women behind him had cash should have made Terry feel better, but it didn�t. He couldn�t stop thinking about the people he had turned away. It didn�t seem right.

9. Clive

�I�m hungry,� the Right Honourable Charles Mackintosh announced.
Clive stifled a groan. It was only about half past one, but it felt like more than an hour and a half since Mark left. As he�d suspected, Nathan hadn�t turned up for duty. Probably sniffing around Ten Downing Street to try and make a name for himself, he thought without malice. That was often what it took to get noticed, after all, even if it wasn�t something Clive would have done personally.
There had been no word from anyone and the power was still out. So was the water and so was the radio. He was past wondering what was going on. Now he didn�t care�whatever it was, it was serious. And Livvy was home alone with no way of contacting anyone.
�Clive! Didn�t you hear me? I�m hungry.�
�So am I,� Clive muttered sourly, unable to stop himself. On a normal day, he might have popped out for a sandwich as soon as the night shift�s cover arrived. He sighed. �I�ll see what�s in the kitchen.�
Mackintosh eyed him suspiciously. �For me,� he muttered. �Not for you.�
Clive rose and moved to the door, shaking his head. He�d been assigned to protect the man for the guts of a year and he�d never taken so much as a slice of bread from that kitchen.
He opened the fridge, not prepared for the odour that engulfed him a moment later. It wasn�t surprising, given its contents. Clive scanned the contents of the shelves. He settled on an open pack of Parma ham and some funny-looking crackers. When he�d eaten enough to satisfy himself, he fetched a plate from the cabinet and arranged some cheeses and meats on there with a handful of crackers. The old man liked to have a selection of cold cuts and cheeses every evening before his cocktail. It would have to do now, since there was nothing else in there that didn�t require cooking.
Clive winced. What was he doing? Was he really going to wait hand and foot on the old git until the housekeeper showed up?
He thought of Olivia at home. Was there enough food to keep her going? He�d been to the supermarket only a few days before, but now he couldn�t remember what he�d bought. He couldn�t shake the thick blanket of dread that had settled over his mind since the afternoon before.
�What�s taking you so long?�
Swallowing his irritation and thinking of his pension, Clive shut the fridge door and picked up the plate. After yesterday, he couldn�t afford to put a foot wrong.
�What do you call this?�
Clive looked from the hateful man to the plate and back. �You�ve been having the same thing before your drink every evening for the past year. I think you know what it is.�
�That�s exactly the point, isn�t it? Every evening. I usually have a hot lunch. Presumably you�re aware of that fact if you know my evening habits.�
�The power�s out.�
�Don�t you think I know that? I�m cold. That�s not a good thing for a man of my age.�
�It�s this or raw meat, I�m afraid.�
�Can�t you cook something?�
Clive turned away and returned to the armchair in the corner. This was what he�d been reduced to: indulging this frightful old man, who�d once been so powerful and was now reduced to bullying his housekeeper�or whoever else was close by. He�d never had a problem with it before�it paid the bills, after all. And it meant he was able to go home to his own bed every night. To Olivia. Who needed him more than ever now.
He closed his eyes as he thought of her. Sudden noises in the night rattled her. What must she be thinking now? She�d still been asleep when he�d left, and he�d assumed the power would come back on before she woke.
�I�m speaking to you. You�re supposed to be working. Not sleeping.�
�I�m not sleeping,� Clive said calmly, opening his eyes.
�Well then make yourself useful. Go and fetch me lunch. A proper lunch. Not this� this�� he waved his hand dismissively at the plate on the table beside him.
Clive stared at the man, shrunken in his chair. He couldn�t remember the last time he�d ventured outside on Clive�s watch even though there was no reason he couldn�t. Certainly not like� He shook his head. He couldn�t think about that now or he�d scream. �I can�t leave you. It�s my job to keep you safe.�
�I�m not safe, am I? I�m hungry and cold.�
�Get a blanket. Eat the food that�s in front of you.�
Mackintosh�s bloodshot eyes widened in surprise. �How dare you!�
�I�m just doing my job, sir. And that job involves protecting you, not running around after you like a nursemaid. If you�d like to go out to eat, of course, that�s a different story. It�s my job to accompany you at all times.�
�Well where�s the other bloody one? I don�t want to go out.�
�I�m afraid you�ll have to. It�s that or eat the food in front of you. The phones are down. There�s no way of ordering in.�
The old man�s fists tightened. �This is an outrage! It�s been hours and no-one has come to tell me what�s happening. In my day we looked up to our elders; we certainly didn�t ignore them.�
�I expect everyone�s busy working out what�s happened.� Those words rattled him as he said them. It was taking a very long time. And how on earth were they going to communicate if the radios and phones were still down?
He rose and moved into Mackintosh�s study. The only concession to modern technology was a clunky old laptop on a side table in the corner. He lifted the lid and tried to switch it on. Nothing happened.
It�s been so long since he used it that the thing has discharged.
But he knew that wasn�t the reason.
What was happening?
�Okay,� he said, clapping his hands together as he reentered the sitting room. �I�ll go find you some food. What do you fancy?�
Mackintosh narrowed his eyes suspiciously. �Why the sudden change?�
That was the lawyer in him, Clive suspected. He�d been a barrister before he ran for parliament, way back when Clive was a child. He still had that way about him; that shrewdness.
But Clive didn�t care. He needed to get out and see what was going on. He couldn�t stay cooped up like this anymore. �I�m going to get food. If there�s anything in particular you�d like, tell me now. Otherwise, it�s fish and chips.�
�Good Lord, you can�t be serious. No, I�d like a proper roast dinner with all the trimmings.�
�I won�t be long,� Clive said. There was no need to fetch his coat�he�d kept it on because of the cold. He made his way to the door, rolling his eyes at the fact that Mackintosh hadn�t even thought of putting his hand in his well-lined pocket to give him some money.
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At first, Clive intended to fetch the man some food�much as it pained him. The problem was, nowhere was open. He�d been too preoccupied to think about the impact of a power cut on the little cafes and restaurants in the area. He was halfway home before he knew it. So it seemed sensible to pop home and check on Olivia before he returned to work.
�Who is it?�
The shrillness of her voice made his heart sink. He had suspected that she might struggle to cope with the change in routine, but he hadn�t expected her to get this anxious. She had twisted the deadbolt so he hadn�t been able to let himself in with his key.
�It�s only me.�
He waited a couple of seconds and then heard the bolt pull back�slowly, like she wasn�t quite sure.
�It�s me, love. Clive.�
The door opened slowly. She appeared sunken into herself. The sight shocked him, even though it probably shouldn�t have after all they�d been through. �Thank goodness. You�ve been gone hours. What did you do after work?�
�Nothing. I�m still on duty.� He sighed and closed the door behind him, making a big show of twisting the deadlock to make her feel secure.
She stared at a spot just beyond his ear. �Why are you home? What�s going on Clive?�
It killed him to see her like this, it really did. There was so much he could have said, but he just shook his head. He was still getting used to the fact that he couldn�t tell her everything like he�d always done in the past.
�What�s happening, Clive? There�s no water. That�s not right, is it? And the gas is out. And the phone. Not that anyone ever rings anymore besides telemarketers.�
He closed his eyes and pulled her into a hug. She stiffened immediately and he pulled away, telling himself it was normal and it wasn�t her fault. �It�s okay, darling,� he muttered, trying to keep his voice calm and even. �Come on. Let�s go sit down and I�ll make you a cuppa.�
�We can�t!� she gasped, struggling for breath as if she�d just run a mile. �The power�s out. How are you going to use the kettle? Clive, I don�t like this. Nothing�s working. It�s not right. Something�s wrong.�
�Everything�s fine,� he whispered, wishing desperately that there was something he could do to pull her back from the brink of panic. He racked his brain to come up with a neat explanation, but it was a struggle because he was deeply unsettled too. �I imagine it�s a more wide-spread outage than we�ve had before. The power cut has probably affected the reservoir and stopped their pumps from working.�
Except, he knew, that any big company worth its salt would have a backup system to use if they lost power.
He closed his eyes. Olivia had finally settled on the couch and stopped worrying at her hands, which gave him some relief. He found it extremely hard to lie to her because she�d always been so clued-in. Sometimes it was too much. But telling her the truth wasn�t an option.
�Don�t worry, love. I�m sure everything is fine.�
Her hands were still shaking, but he sensed she was listening to his reassurances. �Are you sure, Clive?�
�Yes, I�m sure.� He tried not to think of the cars outside. It was lucky she hadn�t seen them. His explanation might have been just about believable if it hadn�t been for the cars. It looked like they�d just cut out on the roads�all cars, not just a specific make and model. He tried not to think about it. �Now, how about that cuppa? I�ll drag up that gas bottle from downstairs and boil some water in a pan. It�ll be just like years ago. What do you say?�
Her eyes were closed, but he saw the trace of a smile on her lips. His heart felt heavy. Thinking about the past was the only thing that offered her any semblance of comfort these days.
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It was reaching for his coat that did it. Olivia calmed down enough that they had laughed and joked over tea and biscuits, but as she�d relaxed he�d become more agitated. He was a police officer. He couldn�t stop thinking about the pressure they must be under at the local station. He�d sensed the agitation in people on his walk home and it would only get worse after dark.
�Where are you going?� Olivia�s smile disappeared and she began to worry at her fingernails.
He hunkered down in front of her. �I thought I�d pop down to the station to see how they�re coping.�
�But why? You don�t work at the station. You�re a personal protection officer. The best of the best.� She smiled proudly.
Clive�s heart sank. He hadn�t told her about his effective demotion�and not because he�d been worried she might get upset. It was more to do with him not having the words to explain it.
�I know, love, but I have a feeling they�re under pressure down there.�
�But you�re going to leave me alone. It�ll be dark soon, Clive. What if someone tries to break in?�
He smiled tightly. He hadn�t thought about that before�they were on the first floor, so it wasn�t like someone could come in through the window�but now he reflected on it in the context of the day�s events. Something got into people when the power cut out like this. He remembered trying to use the radio earlier. What was going to happen if there were no police officers out on the streets? Some people would see that as an invitation.
�Okay, look, we�ll have one more cuppa eh? I�ll make you some toast on the gas and then I�ll pop back?�
She stared at him uncertainly.
He sighed. �I have a duty, love.�
�Please,� she whispered.
His stomach lurched. She�d always been such a proud woman, even back when they first met. It had been a big adjustment to see her vulnerable and even then she�d never begged him to do anything. He swallowed, hating himself.
�Okay. You relax now. I�m not going anywhere.�

10. Terry

�Have you got cash, madam?� By now, Terry was just asking the question over and over without even thinking. When she didn�t react, he looked up. There was something familiar about the woman standing in front of him. In her ponytail and exercise clothes, she looked just like countless other well-off young women who�d moved into the area in the last few years. They didn�t usually shop at GrocerySavers though, but maybe Waitrose had run out of avocados and artisan breads. It seemed like that sort of day.
�Yes, I do.�
�I�m going to have to check, I�m afraid.� Where do I know her from?
She raised an eyebrow and then to his great surprise, she reached down into her top and pulled out a roll of twenties.
He cleared his throat, surprised. �I�m sorry. I didn�t��
She shrugged, stepping forward with the clear intention of wanting to move past him. �It�s alright. Is there anything left in there?�
He frowned. Everyone else was on the verge of panic, but she seemed calm. As if there was nothing weird about this. Then he realised how he knew her. �You�re staying in my block, aren�t you? Rutherford Mansions. Ground floor flat.�
She looked taken aback for the first time. �Yes, that�s right.� She scanned his face blankly before shaking her head. �Sorry, I�m out most of the day. I haven�t really met anyone in the block.�
Of course she hasn�t, he thought. Those types book the place online and don�t give a toss about the community being destroyed. �There�s not many to meet.�
�I�m Annie.�
�Terry.� He cleared his throat. �I�d best get back to letting people in. I�ve never seen a power cut last this long and it�s driving people crazy. You�d think the power companies would hurry up and get it sorted.�
He turned to the next person in line but then became aware that she�Annie�hadn�t moved. �Everything alright?�
�No it�s not,� she murmured. She might have been calm on the outside, but now he noticed the haunted look in her eyes.
�It�s only a power cut, love.�
She shook her head. �I don�t think it is, as hard as it is to actually believe that. Just a power cut, I mean. It�s something far bigger.�
Terry glanced at her again. It was a cut-price supermarket and they saw all sorts around there. He was used to people who were a sandwich short of a picnic, as his mum would have said. He shrugged. He didn�t have time to listen to her crackpot theories. Knowing his luck, Charlie would pop his head out the door any minute and fire him for chatting to the customers.
�Okay, love. You go on and do your shopping now.�
She hesitated for a moment. Then a sad look crossed her face and she nodded. �Look, just make sure you stock up on plenty of water and canned food, okay? You�re going to need them. And batteries. The power might be down for months. Possibly years.�
He nodded as she walked into the shop, relieved that he could get on with his work. He was too cold and busy to think too much about what she�d said. She�s probably on something, he concluded.
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An hour later, the queue was longer than it had been all day and people were becoming even more restless. People were buying up everything they could carry and it only heightened the impatience of those still waiting to get in.
Terry had had enough. He still wasn�t sure if he believed what that woman staying downstairs had said about the power, but it had been playing on his mind ever since. She had made it sound like the end of the world and as hard as he tried, he couldn�t stop dwelling on it. Because it was weird. He�d thought that even before she said anything. It wasn�t just the power�nothing worked.
Which begged the question: did Terry want to be the guy who blocked people from getting the food they desperately needed?
He sighed as he allowed an elderly couple inside and a young mum wearing a baby carrier stepped forward to take their place at the head of the queue. Her cheeks were sunken and her hair hung limply down her face�it obviously hadn�t been washed for a good deal longer than the power had been out. His heart sank.
�It�s cash only today, I�m afraid,� he said, as cheerily as he could.
She stared at him without saying anything.
�I need to make sure you have cash before I can let you in. Can you show me please? The machines are down and nobody�s being served without cash.�
She shook her head. �I don�t have any.�
�I�m sorry, I can�t��
He was cut off by the baby, which began to cry in awful jagged yelps as if something terrible had happened. Which it had, Terry supposed. Nothing was working and no-one had come to tell them when the power was coming back on.
It was an unpleasant noise at the best of times, but now it sent people right over the edge. The people behind her sighed and huffed, and the girl herself was close to tears. She couldn�t have been more than eighteen and the baby was very young�Terry knew nothing about kids, but it was no bigger than a doll.
�I just want some milk and bread,� she whispered, tears streaming down her face. �I didn�t know the power was going off, did I?�
Terry stared at her, feeling ashamed. If he�d had cash himself he�d have given it to her. He didn�t. He looked past her at the crowd of people, hoping someone would step up and give her a couple of pounds.
No-one did.
�Please,� she hissed. �It�s freezing in the flat and we have nothing. The gas is off too.�
�Maybe your mum could help?�
�She�s on holiday. And my phone�s dead.�
�Oh come on,� someone shouted over the noise of the baby�s cries. �The same rules apply to you as the rest of us! Get back to your free flat, why don�t you? Do you want us to pay for your food as well?�
The girl�s face crumpled. She turned to walk away and Terry�s heart felt like it had just shattered into thousands of tiny pieces. His mum had been young when she had him�and she�d had her fair share of people treating her like dirt because of it.
�Wait!� he called.
She turned, eyes widening.
�Wait here.�
He turned and walked back into the shop. He�d had enough of this. He was barely through the door before people started pushing in behind him.
He felt bad for the women on the tills, but surely they wouldn�t resent helping someone who was at her wit�s end. He went straight to the bakery section on the other side of the shop. What he saw on the way shocked him. He�d been outside for hours and in that time a lot of the ready-to-eat foods had been picked clean. There was no bread left�not even the more expensive brands people usually left unless they had no other option. He was at a loss for a few moments until he told himself to hurry up. He ended up with a few cans of an unpopular tuna flavour, some rye crackers and a few tins of baby formula. It wasn�t much, but it would keep her going for a few days. He was about to go by the tills and get some chocolate bars, but the huge queues put him off trying to weave his way through. He backtracked and got some biscuits instead.
He hurried back towards the door and was dismayed to find Charlie standing there beside a man in a grey sports jacket.
�Yes, that�s him,� the man said.
Terry looked from his manager to the stranger and back. He forgot he�d been about to carry an armful of goods he hadn�t paid for out of the shop. �What?�
�You. You�re the one who left your post. It was obvious that you were going to get stuff for that girl.�
�Why don�t you go and buy your own groceries instead of worrying about what others are doing?�
�Terry!� Charlie snapped. �That is no way to speak to a customer. I apologise, sir. Rest assured Terry here will be sent on customer care training just as soon as everything is back to normal.�
�I should think so,� the man said. �I brought cash and queued like I was supposed to. I don�t see why others should get preferential treatment.�
Terry knew the best thing to do would have been to stay quiet, but he couldn�t. �She waited in the queue just like you did.�
�Yes, but she had no money. And you walked away. It was a free-for-all then. People just skipped the queue and there was nobody to stop them.�
Terry suddenly felt very tired and his shift wasn�t even close to being over. Charlie had already told them they were staying on until someone came to relieve them�not that they believed anyone else was coming. �Okay� well, I have to get these to the young lady with the baby. And can I just say, if you�d had any decency at all, you might have put your hand up to help her.�
He marched past them, carefully balancing the items in his hands. He hoped she had pockets, because she�d struggle to carry them otherwise. The baskets were gone and� he spotted a plastic bucket and gratefully dumped the items he was carrying inside.
�Terry, what on earth do you think you�re doing?�
He spun around. He didn�t care anymore. �She�s a young mum. With a tiny baby. Do you want me to send her away to starve in a cold flat?� He shook his head and turned to the customer. �Make sure you buy some of the frozen chicken. I�m sure it�s still safe. You�re just the kind of person who deserves it.�
He turned away.
�Get the hell out of here, Terry. You�re fired. And don�t even think about claiming unfair dismissal. I have a witness here who I�m sure will be more than happy to testify that you were rude and abusive to customers.�
�Yes, yes I will. I�ve never seen such��
�You know what, Charlie? You can shove your job. It makes me sick that you�re doing your best to profit from this.�
�It�s basic economics, you idiot, but that�s beside the point. Just get out. The rest of us have work to do.�
Terry turned to go again, but then he thought of something. �Everyone listen up,� he said at the top of his voice. �The manager has very generously agreed that if you can get out of the shop in the next minute, your shopping is on him. The exit is this way.�
He hurried on ahead and pressed the bucket into the young woman�s hands before the crowd surged out and carried her away from him.
�Might as well go out on a high,� he muttered, though all he could think was who the hell was going to hire him now.

11. Pete

Pete was restless. He�d been that way ever since he got back to the house and actually listened to what his brother had been trying to tell him.
He was still trying to make sense of it. Instinct said it was too crazy to be real. How could it be? The whole world wiped out just like that, with no big bang and no warning? Crazy.
But his gut instinct told him it was true. Hours had passed and the power still hadn�t come back on. Nor had the water. He hadn�t seen a single car pass by on the road outside. Josh's laptop wasn�t working either.
He shook his head.
Across the table, Josh was watching him. They�d been sitting like since Pete got back. �I don�t know what else I can say to make you understand.�
�You don�t have to. Look, I understand what you�re saying�it�s some kind of super villain weapon. The thing is, it�s crazy. Don�t you get that? It�s like something out of a comic.�
�I wish it was, Pete. But it�s not. Every piece of equipment with a circuit is likely to have been affected. And there are circuits in things you wouldn�t even think of. Just look outside! Have you seen a car pass by?� Josh's expression changed.
�What? What is it?�
He shook his head. �We can�t sit around here any longer. We need to prepare. I�ve tried explaining it as best I can. You just have to believe me.�
�What do you care if I believe you or not?� Pete snapped.
He was thinking; thinking hard. Josh was a lot of things, but he wasn�t a liar. And what he was saying had huge implications for the rest of their lives. The world as they knew it was over. Josh was on about stocking up and staying put until it was over, but Pete was thinking along different lines.
Harry, his boss. He was a powerful man around those parts. He was a businessman, though his business interests were mostly in areas that weren�t strictly legit. What would Harry do if he knew? Pete shivered. What would it mean if Pete was the one to tell him?
His eyes widened. He wasn�t smart like Josh. He had no qualifications, so he�d be screwed if this was true.
Unless�
�Pete? Pete! I�m talking to you. It�s time to start preparing.�
�What do you mean? You�ve already cleaned Mr Gill out of food.�
�You think that�s it? That food won�t last us a month. We need to get to one of the big supermarkets, but we�ve got to get to the Home Warehouse first.�
�Why? Are you taking up DIY?�
�I�m serious!� Josh hissed. �Things are going to get very rough around here. Not as bad as London or the other big cities, but bad. There�s no land here. People aren�t farmers.�
�Okay, okay,� he said, holding up his hands. �Spare me. You want to build your ark. Knock yourself out.�
�No, you idiot. We need to block up the house. We have nowhere else to go.�
Pete shrugged. �We could always book a hotel. You are loaded.�
�No I�m not. I�ve only been working there nine months and I�ve been paying off Mum�s�� he stopped. �The hotels aren�t going to be open. The power�s off. They�ll have newish generator systems that won�t work either. We�re stuck here and we need to get to work before everyone else realises��
Josh kept talking, but Pete found himself drifting off. What if he went to Harry and the whole thing turned out to be a big misunderstanding? He�d never live it down. No, worse�he�d have to move. Harry wouldn�t tolerate a liar, no matter how low down in the pecking order he was. Then his mum would have to move too.
The back door opened behind them, causing both brothers to spin around in their chairs. Their mother was upstairs having a sleep. Pete wasn�t sure how she�d taken Josh�s news.
Mo shuffled in. �Alright, lads.�
�We really need to start locking that,� Josh muttered.
Pete�s eyes widened as he nodded to his friend. He�d known Mo for years�probably since they were babies�but he�d never fully trusted him. Mo was always looking for the angle; the in he needed to get one step ahead of you. He�d stab you in the back with your own knife.
�What are you two doing?�
Pete shrugged. �Nothing.� He shot a look at his brother that he hoped Josh would understand as don�t tell him anything. �You?�
Mo shook his head. �Nothing. I�m bored out of my mind. What�s going on? Power�s off; cars are stranded. Found an Audi around the corner from my house. Guy had five hundred quid in the glovebox.�
Pete cringed. Mo had been thieving since they were little kids. He didn�t mind, but he could do without the idiot mentioning it in front of Josh. His family disapproved of him enough as it was. �Oh yeah?�
�Yeah.� Mo had taken something�he could tell by the glassiness of his eyes and the way he was itching to keep talking. �No-one came, Pete. No cops. No-one stopped me. Broad daylight. What the hell�s going on?!�
Pete�s blood ran cold. Unlike some of the others, Mo wasn�t stupid. Far from it. How long until he pieced it together? How long until he ran to Harry with what he�d learned? What would happen then? Pete wouldn�t be able to stand it if Mo got the credit for something he�d known about earlier, but had been too afraid to share.
�No idea,� he muttered. �Do you want to go around to Sam�s?�
Mo said nothing, just stared at the two of them as his jaw worked furiously. Pete didn�t ask him to sit down.
�Come on,� Pete said, moving as if he was going to stand up. �His old man�s got a bottle of vodka hidden in their front room.�
�Does he? I heard she kicked him out again.�
�Maybe she did. I don�t know.� Pete spoke calmly. If Mo knew how desperate he was to get rid of him, he�d never go. �Sam told me about it. Asked if I wanted to come and help him drink it.�
Mo frowned. �Did he? He never said anything to me.�
Pete shrugged. �I dunno. Maybe he forgot.�
�And he remembered to tell you?�
Pete shrugged again. �I don�t know, mate. Anyways, I�m going to go check on Mum and head over there. Wait for me and we�ll go together.�
�Nah,� Mo said, attention already focused elsewhere. �I�ll go on over. Meet you there.�
�I�ll only be a few minutes.�
�See you there.� Mo turned and walked out without another word.
Pete got up and closed the door.
�I don�t know why you bother. You�ve been at each other�s throats since you were six.�
Pete stared at his brother. �What? How would you know?�
�Because I�ve had to watch it.�
�You wouldn�t understand.�
�Yeah, because it�s deep and complicated.� Josh�s sneer disappeared. �You shouldn�t sell that stuff.�
�What stuff?�
�You know what stuff. Whatever Mo�s been snorting. Do you think I�m stupid or something?�
�I don�t know what you mean.�
�Yeah, you do. Course you do. You don�t think Mum knows? Breaks her heart it does.�
Pete�s heart pounded. �I�ve no idea what you�re on about. Maybe you�ve been snorting something.�
Josh groaned and sat back heavily in his chair, causing the old wood to creak. �Whatever you say. I�m sure you�ll find a way to wriggle out of it and I�m not interested in sitting here and listening to you deny it. We have more important things to do. Let�s go to the Home Warehouse.�
�What, now?�
�Of course now. Things are going to deteriorate fast. We�ve wasted enough time as it is.�
Pete�s heart raced. Mo was gone. To Sam�s, most likely. Pete and Sam�s friendship wound him up so much he probably couldn�t resist. But that wouldn�t keep him out of Pete�s hair forever. Mo knew something was up. It was only a matter of time�
He stood up. �Maybe later. There�s something I need to do first.�
�Oh for fuck�s sake, Pete. Can�t you think of something besides yourself for once? We need to get the house secured.�
But Pete was already out the door before his brother�s words registered with him.
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The big guy laughed. Pete didn�t know his name. He was just another anonymous bodybuilder from the gym. Harman�s laundry, some of the neighbours called it when they thought no-one was listening. �You want to see Harry?�
�Yeah. That�s what I said.�
�He�s busy.�
He�d probably have been a bit warier of offending a twenty stone giant if he hadn�t come by the green and seen the state of the place. It was like there was a festival on or something. People were lurking around, drinking cans and setting things on fire. Fighting. Screaming for water. He was having trouble shaking off the sight of it. The power hadn�t even been out for twenty-four hours.
But it was like Josh had said�this was only the beginning. The whole country was about to descend into chaos.
So he held his ground.
�Yeah, I know. But it�s important. I have� information.� He felt dizzy, like he was on the verge of something massive that he couldn�t even get his head around. �Just tell him.�
The beast didn�t move.
Come on, Pete wanted to say as he shifted from foot to foot. But he kept quiet.
Finally, the man mountain grunted and moved away towards the back, where he muttered something in another minder�s ear. The big guy�s voice was surprisingly high-pitched. Pete wondered then if he was into steroids as well as everything else. Nothing would surprise him anymore.
The man gestured with his fingers for Pete to turn around. He did so without question. He waited. The reception area of the gym was dingy, with paint peeling from the walls and layers of dust and dirt collected in the corners. It didn�t matter. People didn�t go in there for the atmosphere.
�Peter.�
He started at the sound of his name. He turned around, expecting to find Harry�s rangy figure behind him. It was Zane. His heart sank. Of course Harry hadn�t come himself. Pete had only spoken to the guy once or twice.
�Zane. I was looking for Harry.�
�Were you now?� His lips curled up into an expression that was meant to be a smile but fell far short of the mark. �He�s indisposed, I�m afraid.�
�It�s important.�
�Oh, so I should run and fetch him like a good little boy? Is that it?�
Pete gritted his teeth. All the lads hated the way Zane clung to everything you said and used it to mock you. But he said nothing. It wasn�t just sarcasm Zane was known for. They called him psycho behind his back; never to his face. Down the pub they often wondered if he knew he was called that, but no-one had the balls�or the stupidity�to ask him directly.
�No, not at all,� Pete said, forcing himself to stay calm so his voice didn�t betray how out of his depth he felt. He was used to taking orders from Zane�or, more usually, one of his lackeys. �Look, if it�s a bad time��
�Did I say it was a bad time? What are you suggesting?� Zane stepped closer, and Pete could feel his putrid breath on his face. He did his best not to shrink away in disgust. �You saying we can�t handle this?�
�No, I�m not. That�s not��
�Who are you to come in here and start ordering us about?�
�I didn�t!�
�Leave him. He�s just a kid.� It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. Pete turned. �Harry,� he said stupidly. Of course it was Harry. No-one else spoke to Zane so dismissively.
Harry Harman was unmistakable. He stood barely five foot tall. No-one knew how he�d managed to manoeuvre himself to where he was, but rumours swirled around the estate and the neighbouring ones. Unbelievable rumours, especially to look at his slight frame. He looked more like an accountant than the owner of a knocking shop, betting ring and drug network that Pete suspected covered most of the county.
�You�re Benny Freeman�s lad.�
Pete winced. His dad hadn�t been on the scene for a long time.
�Oh, don�t look so down. You�re not the only kid around here who grew up without a dad.�
�I��
Harry�s manner was completely different from Zane�s, but his words cut just as deep. �Go on. Spit it out.�
Pete looked around. He didn�t know what he�d been expecting. Maybe to be invited back to� he glanced towards the narrow corridor Harry had emerged from. He had no idea what was back there. An office? An underground lair? He�d heard that Harry used the gym as a front for his other, less legal, businesses. If that was true, Pete couldn�t understand why the police didn�t just raid the place. Maybe he�d paid them off.
�Well? Or did you come here to waste my time? I�ve got enough on today without this.�
Pete started. Could he have chosen a worse time to get distracted? He was so alarmed by the sight of Harry turning around to leave that he made a strange whining sound that seemed to freeze everyone else in the room.
�What the fuck was that?�
�Nothing. I�� he blew out all the air he�d held in. How embarrassing. He hadn�t expected to react like this. Play it cool. You can help him. �Look, I found something out today. Something I think you might want to hear.�
�Oh yeah? Don�t hold me in suspense for too long.�
The other men laughed.
Pete shook his head wishing they�d get out and let him talk to Harry in peace. But they weren�t going anywhere. For a moment he doubted himself�what if this turned him into a laughing stock?
Then he pictured Mo�s smug face as he gave Harry the news. For some reason, Zane had a lot of time for Mo. Nobody knew why. They wouldn�t have mocked Mo like this if he�d been the one to tell them.
�Right. Okay.� He sucked in a breath. �The power�s out. The water�s out. The��
�You came here to tell me that? From the way you were talking, I thought I was going to get a heads up on the lottery numbers.�
The other men laughed again, savage sounds in the quiet air.
Dickheads, Pete thought. They�re only laughing because it�s Harry saying it. �There�s not going to be another lotto,� he said, trying to recall everything Josh had said. �Ever again. Or a horse race. Or trains or supermarkets or pubs or sports shops.�
�And why�s that?�
�Because,� Pete said hurriedly before any of them could laugh again. �There�s been an attack. Except people don�t know it�s an attack. It�s a high tech weapon that wiped out all the� um�� He frowned, struggling to remember his brother�s exact words. �Electrical appliances and that.�
Now he had their attention. Harry and Zane exchanged glances. He didn�t know whether they believed him, but at least they weren�t laughing anymore.
Make them see. �It�s why the police haven�t been out. It�s why no planes have flown over us and no police have come to calm everyone down. The world�s come to a standstill because computers don�t work no more.�
�Alright, alright,� Zane said. �We get it. The sky is falling in.�
Pete nodded. �Not exactly, but yeah. It might as well be.�
Harry squinted. �Why should I believe you?�
�Eh? It�s true. Look around. People are going crazy. The power�s still out.�
�So? The power companies are slow. Especially when it comes to fixing things around here.�
Pete remembered his phone and pulled it out of the pocket of his jeans. �Your phones. They�re dead, no? Mine is. So�s my brother�s. And my mum�s.�
�Aha,� Harry said, folding his arms. �Your brother. The clever one. So he�s the one filling your head with this nonsense.�
Pete started to nod and then stopped. There was something chilling about the way Harry had said it, even though he�d been smiling the whole time. He reminded himself that people didn�t get reputations like Harry�s for no reason.
�Don�t worry, I only ask questions I already know the answer to.� Harry turned and paced to the grimy window. �It makes sense, you know. None of the cars work. The only thing working is an old Jaguar XJS we� found.�
�Yeah.� Pete had lost some of his enthusiasm for his plan. What exactly had he expected? He was way out of his depth with these guys. Why did I come here? Was it even a good idea to tell people like this that the police won�t be bothering them for a while?
�So, Peter,� Harry said slowly, tapping his lip with a gnarled finger. �This came from your brother. Am I right? No offence, but you�re not the type to figure something like this out on your own.�
Pete flushed. This wasn�t how the conversation had played out in his mind.
�No, no,� Harry said, holding his palms up. �I wasn�t having a go. It�s true though, isn�t it? You�re the brawn and��
�I wouldn�t go that far.�
�Wouldn�t you? Anyway, back to the point. Your brother�s a bit of a brain, isn�t he? Just the type to come up with a theory like that.�
Pete swallowed and looked from one man to the other, panicking. Why were they bringing Josh into this?
�Look at me when I�m talking to you.� Harry�s smile had vanished.
Pete snapped his head up, hating the way he was acting like a frightened child.
�Go get your brother.�
All the blood drained from his face and Pete�s resolve vanished. �What?�
�You heard me.� That lizard smile again. �Your brother. Go get him. I don�t want to hear it secondhand.�
Pete shook his head numbly. �No. What? No. He�s not��
�He�s not what?�
Now Pete�s pulse raced in his head. The men watched him intently and he struggled to think of something to say that wouldn�t land him in even more trouble.
�He�s busy, that�s all. With work.�
Harry frowned. �But I thought you said all that was a thing of the past. No computers; no nothing. Were you lying to me?�
Pete shook his head frantically.
�Well then. Go get your brother. I want to hear it from him. Now. Go now.�
Pete turned and walked out, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other and not letting them see how much he was shaking. Oh god, what have I done, was all he could think.
Josh was the stubbornest person he knew and always had been. There was no way he�d agree to meet Harry, no matter what Pete said. Not even if he told him it was life or death.
Which Pete feared it was.
This time he didn�t notice the people on the green or the fires that were in danger of getting out of control. He saw nothing. He ran all the way back to Crosby Road, not even stopping when he spotted Mo leaving Sam�s house.

12. Annie

Annie couldn�t relax. She had gone to the supermarket and bought as much as she could. There hadn�t been a whole lot left. They�d been sold out of bottled water, so she�d bought all the soda water she could carry. She didn�t like it, but what did that matter? She had bought the last of the energy bars too.
Part of her still refused to believe what was happening; like this was all one big elaborate prank. Everything she�d believed in for thirty-three years up in smoke? It was unfathomable. Not to mention the cruel reality that nothing mattered anymore�leaving Dan for months and coming to London on her own had all been for nothing.
She sighed and opened one of the protein bars. The sweet, fruity mixture was cloying and stuck to her teeth, but it was fuel and that was something she was going to need a lot of. So what if she didn�t like the taste? Gram for gram, they�d give her the most energy compared to anything else that had been left in the shop.
She moved to the window. It was too late to leave now. It was cloudy and dull and it would be dark soon. She had already packed a bag and she had to fight the urge to just leave.
No. It�s too late now.
She wouldn�t get far in two hours; not with that weight on her back. At least here she had somewhere to sleep. Would hotels be open now? She shook her head. She doubted it.
She sat on the sofa and stared at the blank screen of the TV. A few moments later, she was back on her feet, pacing the flat.
She couldn�t do this. She couldn�t sit around in silence, alone with her thoughts as she came to terms with what she�d lost.
Maybe the trains are working, she thought suddenly, before coming to her senses seconds later. Of course they�re not. Nothing�s working.
Even so, the idea had worked itself into her head now. What did she have to lose by checking? She couldn�t just sit around in the flat until first thing the following morning. She�d lose her mind.
She balled up the wrapper from the bar and threw it in the bin.
Her pack was heavy with all the food and water she�d bought earlier. She had also crammed in her warmest hoodie and tracksuit bottoms so she�d have something dry to sleep in. She chucked out everything except for a bottle of soda water and two bars.
I might as well check the station�it�s only three miles away. It�d be pretty silly not to when I�ve got nothing else to do.
She nodded. That was what she�d do. She fought to silence the voice in her head that told her there was no way the trains were running: deep down she already knew that.
She hurried around the flat one last time looking for anything that might be useful. Her stomach lurched as she looked at the knife block. She�d been kickboxing for fourteen years, but that had never made her feel foolhardy. Especially now that her brain was fuzzy from lack of sleep and her legs felt like they were stuck in treacle.
She was well aware that the city would probably descend into chaos�but would it happen this soon?
Best to be prepared.
The knives were all blunt and old and she wished now that she�d bought a sharpener. But it was too late for that. She took the cheap chef�s knife and put it in the mesh side pocket of her backpack, careful to face the blade towards the front. She put the bag on her back and checked she could reach the handle.
It was better than nothing.
She ignored the voice that insisted she was never getting on a train again. If nothing else, this would be a warmup for the next day.
She hurried to the door, checking the roll of notes in her bra before she opened the door. She locked it behind her, feeling nothing at all for the place.
The bikes were still out the back and she could have kissed them. There were two others there. Expensive road bikes, though they were shabby and rusting in places like they�d been abandoned a long time ago.
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Annie hammered the pedals as hard as she could. King�s Cross was three miles away. Not far. It would take her about twenty-five minutes. She wanted to be there and back before dark. Straight down High Street, then right, left, right. Easy.
She squeezed her brakes hard as soon as she got out onto High Street. The footpath was busy with people wandering aimlessly and the street was clogged up with cars, still abandoned. She took a deep breath and moved into the road. She had assumed it would be easier to cycle without the risk of being hit by a bus, but with so many vehicles to dodge, it was more challenging than she expected.
And she felt strangely vulnerable. She hadn�t thought about it before, but with motor vehicles stricken, her bike was now one hell of a commodity.
She stood and pedalled as hard as she could even though the muscles above her knees were already stiff and aching. She had given up trying to tell herself that it wasn�t an EMP.
This is stupid. Of course the trains aren�t running.
But she kept going. She had done a loop from the flat to the station and then to the supermarket earlier that day. She wanted to see more; to exhaust herself and silence the cruel voice in her head that hadn�t stopped since she realised what was happening. She focused on the road; on weaving in and out around cars and buses. The footpaths were full of people wandering around looking lost and helpless.
Soon, her mind was taken off her own worries by the sheer madness all around her. What was it going to be like tomorrow? Next week? There were people everywhere.
Where are the police? Why hasn�t anyone taken control of the situation yet? She hadn�t expected it to be immediate, but it was almost a day since everything stopped working.
And even as she thought this, she realised it was asking a lot. The police probably had folders and folders of emergency procedures with fall back technology. And it had probably all just been rendered useless. It would take far longer than twenty-four hours to rebuild even a primitive electronic infrastructure if everything had been destroyed.
The damage near her flat had actually been mild compared to what she was seeing now. The burnt out wrecks of cars smouldered away in the middle of the streets, some hazardously close to petrol stations.
She was panting from the exertion now. Her shoulders were starting to ache from the cheap, poorly padded backpack dragging on them�and that was after she had taken out most of what she had packed. She forced herself to go harder even though she was already pumping sweat.
It was chaos and it only got worse. She followed the road around a corner and found herself in what felt like a scene from a war movie. There were huge tower blocks on either side of the street and there were people everywhere, smashing at cars with hammers and bits of metal; leaning out of windows and howling at each other. One group of teenagers was taking the wheels off cars and stacking them all into a big pile in the middle of the road. Her stomach churned with fear as she raced past them.
The destruction was unbelievable. If someone had described it to her she would have assumed they were exaggerating. It was out of control. There were hundreds of people taking their anger and frustration out on everything around them. She had to keep reminding herself that it hadn�t even been a full day.
She wasn�t prepared for this, she realised with a jolt of horror. By now she knew beyond all doubt that this was the result of an EMP; that Britain wouldn�t be coming back from this any time soon. She also knew that a cheap backpack of soda water and energy bars wasn�t going to cut it.
She pedalled on in a daze, avoiding the eyes of the trickle of people walking towards her. She didn�t need to see their fear and horror when she was fighting her own.
They�re getting out, she realised, just as something whizzed over the top of her head. It was only when she heard glass shatter and snapped her head around that she realised what it was.
The glass had broken on the asphalt and sent a rope of iridescent flames gliding along the surface and melting the tyres of the closest cars, before igniting them. It would have been a beautiful sight if it wasn�t so bloody frightening.
Someone had thrown a petrol bomb into the street.
Her hands shook and she had to work hard to stop herself from screaming. The weird thing was no-one else reacted; like it was perfectly normal. She looked up to try and see where it had come from, before thinking better of it. Now wasn�t a good time to stop. She darted onto a side street. Anything to avoid the carnage on the wide main road, even though she now had no idea where she was. There was no safety in numbers anymore.
Why is no-one stopping this?
At least there were fewer cars to avoid. She picked up speed, not making eye contact with any of the people she passed. The main road arched around towards the station, so she tried to follow the same course through the back streets and keep her journey time to a minimum. She turned onto one street where all the windows had been shattered�not just in shops but in houses too.
She emerged onto the main road unexpectedly and stopped to look around and get her bearings�she didn�t often come this way and she didn�t know the streets as well as in other areas. She soon realised her mistake. It was worse here. Far worse. Stricken cars had been piled up into giant forts. She had no idea how the hell they�d managed that�or why they�d bothered. The doors had been torn off. Smoke plumed from an office building across the streets and flames occasionally darted up from the room accompanied by thick black smoke.
She shook her head. It hadn�t even been a day. She was beginning to wonder if she�d fallen asleep for a week. None of this made sense.
She pedalled on in horror. Now she wasn�t even thinking about the trains�of course they weren�t going. She was trying to remember what shops were around the station. She�d need a better knife, for starters. And a sleeping bag. And a decent pack if she was to keep any kind of speed at all.
You idiot. You bloody idiot. You could have got all that stuff earlier if you�d actually thought about it.
It was hard to take her eyes off the carnage. It was unbelievable. She�d never seen anything like it in her life�not even on TV. How could she have anticipated this? She might have laughed if it wasn�t so frightening: all those business continuity plans she had helped create had involved key workers making their way on foot to the backup work site. No-one was worried about work anymore when survival was no longer a sure thing.
She zigzagged along the footpath, jumping off here and there whenever there was a gap in the cars on the road; avoiding countless piles of broken glass.
�Look. She�s got a bike.�
Her blood froze. She had sailed past the men before she even registered their comment, but it still gave her chills. She hadn�t seen one police officer on her way there. What exactly would she do if four or five of them decided to gang up on her and take her bike by force? One, she could handle if she had to. Two, probably, depending on how big they were and whether they caught her by surprise.
I shouldn�t have risked the bike, she thought, terrified. But then if I hadn�t come out this evening, I would have set out in the morning and found myself completely unprepared.
�Check out the shops,� she muttered to herself. �And get the hell out.�
She turned the corner and squealed to a halt as she tried to make sense of the scene in front of her.
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It was obvious that the trains weren�t running. She�d known that deep down all along. Even so, she hadn�t been prepared for what she was now seeing.
There were people everywhere. The doors were open, but it was obvious from the way they hung that they�d been broken. She could see shapes inside, but there was still a huge crowd around the outside of the vast building, slumped against the walls or curled up in balls on the ground.
But that didn�t matter. A group of men and women in army fatigues bustled around the middle of the pedestrian area outside the station with trolleys stacked high with shrink-wrapped packages. Food and water, she guessed from the shapes. Some of them were setting up trestle tables.
The army.
Safety.
Annie was surprised to feel tears welling up in her eyes. It didn�t solve her immediate problem, but she supposed her journey would be a lot easier once law and order were restored.
She jumped off her bike and hurried towards the main group of soldiers. �You have no idea how happy I am to see you,� she gasped. �I came along on the off chance that the trains were running, and by the time I got here I knew they couldn�t possibly be. People are throwing petrol bombs and setting cars on fire just down the road.�
Two of the soldiers looked up from what they were doing. They looked bone tired. �Make your way into the shelter, madam. You�ll need to be processed in before you�ll be given food and a camp bed. Are you alone?�
She waved her hand, embarrassed and alarmed that they had mistaken her for one of the homeless people around the station. �Oh no, I�m not homeless. I came here to check if the trains were running. I wanted to tell you how glad I am to see you. I was worried. Things have gone crazy since the power cut.�
The two men exchanged glances. �The trains are down until further notice. Now, please move inside.�
Annie frowned �I�m not homeless. I just wanted to��
�This has nothing to do with you being homeless. Please go inside. The army has commandeered this building as an emergency shelter and everyone�s being moved in for their own safety.�
�But I have a flat,� she said, looking around with increasing bewilderment. Slowly, it began to dawn on her. These people weren�t destitute. They�d just looked like rough sleepers because they�d been stranded here with no open hotels to go to. Her eyes had skimmed over the smart suitcases and briefcases that sat at their feet.
�Jesus,� she whispered.
�Come on,� one of the soldiers said, reaching for her arm.
A commotion broke out behind them before Annie could react. A dirty man had jumped to his feet and tried to get away from the two soldiers who�d just approached him.
�What the hell do you think you�re doing?� As he moved, Annie saw a flash of metal in the weak sunlight.
�What�s he playing at?� one of the soldiers muttered to the other. �Don�t they realise we�re trying to help them?�
�Get away from me!� the man was shrieking. �You can�t just lock me up! I�m an accountant, not a criminal. How dare you?�
�Then what�s he doing with a knife?� one of the soldiers beside her speculated.
The other one nodded his agreement.
Annie�s blood ran cold. Would they say the same thing about her? There was a briefcase lying on the ground near where the man had been sitting and he was dressed in a long black overcoat that looked slightly shabby but was clearly expensive. Who was he? Just a normal bloke who�d been in London for the day on business and found himself trapped here?
�Drop the knife!�
�No! I need it to protect myself! I�m a professional. This isn�t right!�
�Wants to be treated special,� one of the soldiers beside Annie muttered. �They all do. No-one gets it. They�re all the same now until this mess gets fixed.�
She baulked. It would be dark soon. She had to get out of there before they locked her up. She took a step backwards, praying they wouldn�t move and see the knife in the pocket of her backpack. She wished she�d never gotten off her bike. She wished she�d never gone to the station.
�Drop the knife, sir, now!�
�No! Just walk away. I wouldn�t hurt you. But I�m not bloody going in there!�
�It�s for your own protection!�
�You�re herding people in there like animals. I�ve seen you! You�re not letting them out. You can�t do that. You have no right.�
Annie looked around. Everyone in the square was watching the confrontation.
�You can�t just take people against their will,� she hissed, turning back to the two soldiers.
�Move inside. I�m not going to ask you again. Martial law has been enacted. We have orders to establish a shelter and secure the area for everyone�s protection. We don�t have the manpower to patrol. That�s why we need everyone together where we can keep you safe and fed. It�s for your own good.�
�For how long?�
�For as long as it takes to restore order and get the power running again.�
Annie�s blood froze in her veins. �But you realise it�s an EMP; an�� she stopped herself just before she said the word �attack�. �This could go on for years, you know that, right? Whatever this thing is it�s knocked out everything with a circuit. We�ll have to start again from scratch.�
�Come on now, madam,� the other soldier said, grabbing her arm. He hadn�t listened to a word she said, she realised. His eyes were glazed over.
She watched as the man in the overcoat was led towards the station between the two soldiers who had confronted him, his arms twisted up behind his back in a way that looked extremely painful.
Disarmed.
Defeated.
She wouldn�t spend months or years locked up in that hellhole.
Did these people even know how long this would last?
No.
No, she had to get away from this. Now. She couldn�t bear the thought of being stuck here when the farm was established enough to keep her fed for as long as she needed.
The man fell to the ground with a desperate cry. The soldiers dragged him back to his feet just as the second soldier moved forward to take Annie�s bike away.
Panic flashed through her. They were armed. All of them.
But what choice did she have?
She took advantage of the fact that they were only half-focused on her as they watched that poor man get taken inside. Knowing she had no time to lose, she pulled away from the soldier�s grasp and half-threw herself onto the bike. She pedalled as fast as she could back the way she had come.
The soldiers shouted after her but she kept on going without daring to turn back. She turned into the first alley she saw even though it was going in the wrong direction, away from the flat and possibly straight into the hands of more soldiers. It was a risk she had to take�she had to get away.
She peddled as fast as she could, looping around until she got back in the right direction. Suddenly the blazing cars weren�t so intimidating now. They were a weird sign of freedom. But for how long?
Her legs ached as she pedalled, going in the same direction as the groups of walkers now. She had assumed they were moving north to escape London. Now she wasn�t so sure. Was it London or the army they were fleeing?
She thought about asking someone, but they were all so dead-eyed and hopeless that she didn�t. Nor did she want to risk stopping. For all she knew, there were more soldiers coming in. The road arched right at a junction with a main road north. Most of the walkers headed that way.
She sped up again when the road straightened and she passed the inferno she�d seen earlier. The middle of the street appeared to be in flames and youths were clustered around the side of the blaze jumping around and cheering.
Annie�s stomach lurched as she turned off onto a side street she�d never been on before and prayed it didn�t lead to a dead end. Her legs were aching now because she was riding faster than she�d ever gone before�she was cycling for her life.

13. Terry

It was dark. Terry had grown up in London and he couldn�t remember ever seeing darkness like this. Maybe that time his parents had taken them on a caravan holiday in Wales. It had rained the whole time and the roof of his father�s rickety old car wasn�t watertight. They hadn�t gone on holidays again after that.
He reached for the whisky bottle and stopped. He was already four or five down and far from helping him sleep, it was making his head buzz with the strangest thoughts. Like what if all of this wasn�t just a power cut?
He sighed and reached for the bottle anyway. What else was he going to do? He shook his head. He had no idea whether it was nine or midnight or three in the morning. He�d left the curtains open and had spent the evening sitting in his armchair staring out at the darkness. Occasionally, the moon drifted out from behind the clouds and cast a faint light on the driveway outside. It wasn�t even close to as bright as street lighting. If anything, it made him feel more on edge. He thought he could see figures moving around outside. Not just outside the gate, but within the estate itself.
Maybe he was imagining it. It was so noisy outside that his eyes might have been inventing figures to go with that noise. It had been reasonably quiet when he got home from work, but that changed once darkness fell. He held his breath and listened. Now it was almost unbearable. He couldn�t make out one distinct sound. There was howling and screaming and roaring. It was coming from all directions.
He stood and moved the few paces to the window, surprised by the way he stumbled over his own feet. He pulled the curtains shut and moved back to his chair, suddenly exhausted. He�d barely eaten all day. They usually had staff meals, but without power there�d been no way to cook and anyway they�d been too understaffed to have anyone prepare food for the others. He was starving.
He got up again feeling weary to his bones. It was cold. It wasn�t snowing, thankfully, but it might as well have been. Terry wasn�t one of those blokes who left the heating on twenty-four seven�he couldn�t afford it, even if he�d wanted to�but he was feeling the chill now. It wasn�t even the cold, it was the damp.
He was parched too. Probably from the whisky. He had plenty of food, but no water. He didn�t believe in buying water when there was perfectly good water in the taps. He picked up a fleece from the other armchair and went to the kitchen, relieved to have something to do.
What he did have was plenty of food. Cans and cans of it. He opened the food cupboard and stared inside. He couldn�t see a thing�he could just about make out the shapes of the stacks of cans�but he didn�t need to. He had a system. Maybe he was used to it from stacking shelves at work. He didn�t know. He�d never given it much thought. But he always stacked food cans the same way. Like with like. Dinner things on the bottom shelf and fruits on the top. He didn�t much like tinned fruit, but they often sold them off cheap. He had a ton of the stuff.
He took out a can of beans and one of mixed fruit and set them on the counter. It was no trouble finding the canopener. It was right there in the top drawer where it always was.
He opened the beans first and ate them with a spoon. When he was finished, he moved to the sink to rinse out the empty can just like he always did. He was startled at first by the gurgling, hissing tap. He turned it off quickly when he remembered.
At least the building itself was quiet. It would have been a lot more nerve-wracking if he could hear noises coming from right above or below him. Of course, it didn�t help that the place was almost empty. That only added to the feeling of being completely alone.
No, he thought. Not alone. Clive is two doors down. And he has a gun.
That thought gave him some comfort. He thought about calling over, but quickly ruled it out. He didn�t want Clive to see him like this�half-drunk and stumbling. Probably slurring too.
He went to throw the dirty can in the bin but stopped, not wanting to throw a load of tomato sauce in there.
He opened the tin of fruit, still hungry. It was suspended in a sugary syrup, which he�d never much liked before, but now he was thirsty for it. Even so, he winced as he swallowed down the first mouthful. It was sweet�almost sickeningly so. He was grateful for it all the same. People would have beaten each other up for it at the shop earlier. They probably had. Before he left, the noise had been incredible. People screaming at each other�he�d been able to hear it from outside.
He sighed. He wasn�t sure what he was going to do for money, but he was relieved he didn�t have to go back there tomorrow. Even if the power came back overnight, the cleanup was going to be a nightmare. And the restocking. He could only imagine the nasty mood Charlie would be in as he tried to get everything back to normal.
No, he�d find another job. Somewhere. He was only forty-five. He� be fine. He knew the over fifties struggled sometimes, which was a shame. But that was what happened when companies were only interested in profit.
He closed his eyes and gulped down the last of the sweet syrup. He was still thirsty.
He returned to the armchair but he was rattled now. He found it hard to sit still. He wasn�t sure if he was imagining it or if it actually had gotten louder outside since he got up to eat. Who were all those people? Why couldn�t they just go home and go to bed?
But he knew why�and it did nothing to settle his nerves. He�d seen the riots. That�s what it reminded him of. He�d never seen anything like what he�d seen at the supermarket earlier. People were losing their minds. And not a policeman in sight�
He sighed and closed his eyes, willing himself to drift off to sleep. How many people lived in London? Eight million? Nine? He tried to imagine what that would even look like. How many people fit onto a football pitch if they were crammed in together?
He shook his head. He knew there was a way to work it out, but it was beyond him.
Even if he had known how, he wouldn�t have been able to think with all the noise. It was never-ending. It was far worse than a normal Saturday night, which was loud. It was worse than New Year�s Eve. He�d never heard anything like it. It sounded like all of London was out there losing their minds.
Worse than the shouting was the sound of glass shattering. It happened every now and then and it set his teeth on edge. Luckily it didn�t seem to be coming from his block. But what was to stop someone�
His blood ran cold. No. They wouldn�t do that. If anything, people would target the newer fancier flats that had been built a few years ago in the old brickworks.
Relax, he told himself. I�m safe up here.
But when he thought about it, he didn�t feel all that safe. The windows were single-glazed and one rock would have shattered them. They shook when a heavy lorry passed by out on the street.
It�s a rundown council estate, he told himself. Who�s going to target that?
But he wasn�t fully convinced. It sounded like all hell was breaking loose out there. He remembered the people in the supermarket, grabbing at anything they could reach. It was like he was in a dream. And where were the police? He hadn�t heard one single siren all night. It was only going to get worse if people thought they could get away with doing what they liked.
What were they even doing? He�d looked around for a pub on the walk home but they were all locked up.
He got up and walked around the flat. There was no point in trying to sleep; not with that racket. It wasn�t like he could even put the telly on to drown out the noise. He was buzzing now, from the alcohol and the sugar.
He thought about putting a saucepan out to collect rainwater, but didn�t have a clue where to start. He couldn�t put it downstairs in case the foxes knocked it over and there was no way to get up onto the roof. He pulled up the sash window in the kitchen and slid in the brick he used to prop it up. The noise was only slightly worse with the window open. He got a saucepan from the cupboard and held it in his hand as he tried to work out how to prop it up. The window ledge wasn�t wide enough to hold it without the risk of it sliding off.
He turned around and opened the second drawer. He rummaged around. He thought he had twine in there though he couldn�t remember why he�d even have that.
There was a deafening bang and the other noise died away for a couple of seconds. Terry gasped and hurried back to the window, though of course he couldn�t see a thing. He backtracked away after a couple of seconds, feeling strangely vulnerable to a danger he couldn�t see.
Was it a gunshot? Maybe fireworks? No. No, he�d never heard fireworks that sounded like that. A car backfiring? But no, all the cars had stalled for some reason no-one had been able to figure out.
There were guns all over London�everyone knew that. He�d never thought much about it before. Out of sight, out of mind. There was the occasional shooting around here, but it was usually gang-related and when you didn�t see it with your own eyes� There was still no sound of sirens. Why was no-one responding?
He thought back to earlier, to what the woman downstairs had said. She�d been so calm and confident when she�d said it was more than a power cut.
But what else could it be?
He laughed to himself. Was he really starting to believe the words of a madwoman?
The noise had picked up again. At least they�d been shocked into silence by the gunshot. That had to count for something, didn�t it? He wasn�t the only normal one left in the whole bloody city.
Whoa, he thought, alarmed at how much he�d hated London at that moment. It was the only home he�d ever known and he loved it�he�d never wanted to live anywhere else.
There was another deafening bang and Terry�s heart began to race. It sounded closer than before. What was to stop anyone just marching into his block and offing them all? Nothing, that was what. He�d frozen up at the thought of tackling a thief with a knife. How was he going to fare against a thug with a gun?
Terry started to pace again. He�d never felt so helpless in his life�and that was saying something.

III. WEDNESDAY


14. Annie

Annie opened her eyes and jumped out of bed to open the curtains. She had left them open to see if the street lights came back on, but closed them during the night. She hadn�t been able to sleep for thinking about intruders prowling around outside. She wasn�t usually so nervous, but the constant shouts and screams had been impossible to ignore. It didn�t help that her flat was on the ground floor. The windows were single-glazed and the wooden panes were rotting in places. It would take very little effort to break them.
She hadn�t slept well.
She clapped her hands. Stop it. Time to move. She�d fought fatigue before; she�d do it again. There was no time to sit around thinking.
Part of her just wanted to get on the road rather than wasting more time hunting for sleeping bags and shelter, but she knew it wasn�t wise to leave unprepared. After the carnage she had seen the day before, she knew it wouldn�t be a case of cycling as hard as she could for three days.
There were going to be obstacles.
She shivered. It didn�t help that she had no way of tracking down what she needed. She had always used the maps app on her phone to find shops and other businesses. She closed her eyes and tried to think.
She moved to the living room, where her backpack still sat, discarded in the middle of the floor. She hadn�t even bothered to repack it. She needed something better; something with support. Because if she�d thought it was heavy the day before, it was going to be a lot heavier once she was done. She�d brought the bike inside too: better than leaving it to chance now that it was her only way out.
Her body buzzed with energy and dread. It had seemed straightforward the day before, but now that the time had come for action�
She wondered again if she should just take her chances. If she left a bit later, she�d get fifty or sixty miles before she had to look for somewhere to sleep. There was bound to be somewhere out of the way. All she needed was a dry corner.
Then she thought of the petrol bomb the day before; the looks in people�s eyes.
No. Better to get there a day later than not at all.
She wished, and not for the first time, that she�d brought her camping gear with her from the farm, even though she�d done nothing but work, sleep and train since she got to London.
She turned to the window, not wanting to think about what had brought her to London. It didn�t seem so ominous out there now that it was bright. It was quieter, like all the people who had been making the racket were home in bed. There were a few men lingering on the green. It shouldn�t have rattled her�the estate had nine three-storey blocks wrapped around a rectangular green, and there were always people clustered on the patchy grass. But there was something different about these men. She�d never seen them before. She shook her head. That didn�t mean anything, of course. She�d never met any of the neighbours until the day before. But she would have remembered these guys. They had trouble written all over them.
She shivered. She�d had no way of washing the cold sweat off her skin the night before, and it still felt clammy. This was the right approach, she knew, even though leaving immediately would feel more constructive. She had thought of even more things she needed, like water purification tablets and heat packs for her hands.
She threw her jacket on and set off. There was an outdoor shop about fifteen minutes away in the opposite direction to the way she�d gone the day before. She�d never been inside, but it would have to do. She didn�t want to risk cycling any further than she had to after what she�d seen the day before. Even now, she worried that the army was around each corner. She�d had a lucky escape. She couldn�t count on that happening again.
There were still lots of people about, but it was less chaotic now. She tried to keep her wits about her. There weren�t a lot of people cycling around�she hadn�t encountered any yet�and she knew how much she stood out.
She moved to the other side of the road when she passed by a metro supermarket with a crowd of people outside. Someone had smashed the big plate glass window in the front and people were teeming inside. There wasn�t a security guard in sight.
What if the outdoor shop has already been looted by the time I get there?
But it hadn�t been. It was all locked up and there was no-one around. It was still too soon, she supposed. People were focusing on supermarkets and corner shops. Soon they�d realise that outdoor shops had a lot more useful stuff than clothing.
She�d be long gone by that stage.
She hoped.
She got off the bike and wheeled it to the door. She tried it. Of course it didn�t budge. It was all locked up. She took a few steps back and looked up at the upstairs windows, feeling awkward. It was part of a chain and she had a loyalty card in one of her bedroom drawers back at the farmhouse. There was a very obvious camera pointed straight down at the door.
She shook her head. It still felt like this was all a big prank, so when she looked around for something heavy to break the window, she half-expected someone to jump out and arrest her.
I�ll deal with that. I�d take prison over the aftermath of an EMP any day.
There was nothing around. She grew impatient. Maybe it was naive, but she hadn�t considered the possibility that she�d need to break in. She�d brought nothing with her that could shatter the glass.
She looked down. It was either the bike or use her foot. She didn�t want to damage either. Then she realised: the bike had an old pump attached to the frame. She propped the bike against the wall and glanced around to see if anyone was nearby. She didn�t want to risk taking her eyes off it for even a moment.
She grabbed the pump and took a few steps back to look at the window. She checked behind her again. It didn�t feel good to be out in the open like this, with her back turned to the street. Scores of people were looting that supermarket just up the road. What if they came this way?
She decided on the best spot and launched herself at the window, recoiling away when it shattered. Even so, she found herself covered in broken glass. Luckily it was safety glass, so it had shattered into little pebbles rather than shards.
She grabbed the bike and hurried through the window, shaking from nerves. She�d never so much as gotten a speeding fine before, much less broken into a shop.
Think. She wished she�d written down the list of things she needed. She couldn�t remember it now�she couldn�t think straight.
She kicked the stand and left the bike in the middle of the shop. Then she sprinted around, grabbing the things she needed. First, a backpack. With no time to try it on for size, she took the one with the most padding in the straps. She grabbed water purification tablets, a collapsible bottle, a few packs of dehydrated meals. She looked around frantically. It wouldn�t be long before people saw the broken window and came in to look for themselves. She ran to the back and grabbed the warmest sleeping bag she could see as well as a handful of metal emergency blankets. She wavered for a moment before grabbing the lightest tent she could see. It would weigh her down and add even more bulk to her pack, but the shelter might save her life.
Her heart leapt when she saw the hunting knives. She hadn�t even expected to find them there. There were no guns, of course, but this was the next best thing.
She took a torch and two head torches. And a personal alarm. She thought of something then and looked around for aerosols. She took two cans of bug spray�she could use them as mace if it came down to it.
She shuddered. What the hell was she about to walk into?
There was a shuffling sound somewhere in the shop and she jumped in fright. Three people were climbing in the window.
Go.
She threw the rest of the things into the backpack and impatiently clawed at the plastic wrap that held in the straps. She threw it on her back and grabbed the bike under one arm.
With her heart in her mouth, she ran for the door, grabbing a fleece as she did. She felt weighed down but she knew she�d be glad of it later. In the end, the three new arrivals barely seemed to notice her. They were too busy running around the shop just like she had done not long ago.
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Annie felt more conscious on the ride back to the flat now that she had a flash new bag on her back. Her legs were fatigued, but she fought the stiffness and tried to beat her previous pace.
She passed the supermarket and was shocked to see a crowd waiting outside to get in. She wondered then about the GrocerySavers closer to the flat. Was it still open? Or had it descended into the same craziness as she was seeing now? What was it going to be like in another day?
She scanned the sky for some indication of the sun�s position, before telling herself to stop and just be patient. By the time she got back and put her food in the pack, it would have been bright for two hours or more. That was two hours of cycling lost�she needed as much daylight as possible, especially on the first day, when she�d have to push herself to get as far from London as possible before nightfall.
No, you�re staying tonight, no matter how impatient you get.
What would she even see on the road? Sitting in the flat and listening to the noise was one thing. Being out in the open with it was another. It wasn�t like she�d have the option of checking into a hotel.
I�ll dump this stuff back at the flat and reassess. Maybe there�s something else I need.
There was only one thing she could think of, but that wasn�t an option. Where would she even find a gun? She couldn�t recall ever seeing a gun shop in London. She�d only ever seen them in hunting or antique shops, and they�d been shotguns for hunters or big old muskets for collectors. She wanted a handgun to protect herself if the worst came to the worst and she was massively outnumbered. But where?
Criminals?
She scoffed. It was too risky. Approaching some dodgy-looking bloke and asking to buy a gun would only paint a target on her back and she already had three massive targets as it was: young, female and alone. Not to mention the fact that she didn�t have the first clue about firearms.
She�d just have to be clever about it. She�d cycle as hard as she could during the day and avoid places people normally associated with refuge, like churches or hospitals. She�d have to avoid the army as well as thieves. She�d have to avoid everyone. Two hundred miles whilst trying to stay invisible. It was going to be next to impossible.
But what choice did she have?
She braked to turn into the driveway to her block and her stomach plummeted. A man she didn�t recognise stepped forward to block her path.
�Where do you think you�re going?�
She cursed herself for slowing down and losing momentum. It was obvious he wasn�t going to move.
�Well?�
�To see my friend. Excuse me.� She tried to swerve past him, but she was going so slowly now that he was able to sidestep and block her again with ease.
�That�s not very friendly.�
She stopped and got off the bike as steadily as she could with the giant pack on her back. She was steadier on her feet than on the bike in case he tried anything. Her chest hummed with adrenaline. She looked around subtly. He was alone.
�Yeah, well. I�m not feeling very friendly.�
He grinned and she almost recoiled at the sight of his toothless smile. He seemed sober�at least, his movements weren�t the erratic jerks of an addict. That was something, at least.
She started to walk the bike along the driveway, looking away but remaining alert for any sudden movement behind her.
�I�m talking to you. Give me that bike.�
Sure enough, he lunged for her. She�d been expecting it. She turned as his fingers coiled around her upper arm and roundhouse-kicked him in the balls. No sense in aiming higher and losing her balance when a low, easy blow was just as effective. He crumpled over, wailing.
�Stupid bitch.�
Annie wanted to roll her eyes, but she was too stunned. This was just the start. She hurried up the driveway, fumbling in her pocket for her keys. At least the men who�d been hanging around the green were gone.
She unlocked the door and hefted the bike inside. She unlocked the flat and shuffled in. There was no way she was leaving the bike outside now. She locked the door behind her and collapsed onto the floor.
Her hands were shaking.
You can take care of yourself, she told herself. Stop freaking out. You dealt with him.
But it was cold comfort and she knew it. She was one person. All she had was feet and hands and two stolen knives still in their packaging. That idiot out there wasn�t the problem. What if there had been five of him? Or ten?
Somewhere out there, there were thousands of others who had only ever followed the rules because of the threat of being arrested. That threat was gone now. How long until they realised the true potential for lawlessness?
Annie shook her head as she tried to comprehend the challenge she faced. Cycling two hundred miles wasn�t the problem�she�d done seventy miles in a day before. Other people were the problem.
She shook her head, almost ill with worry. She�d been so busy thinking about how fast she needed to cycle and how much water she�d need, that she hadn�t considered the bigger question.
Would even she survive the journey home?

15. Pete

Pete lay awake staring at the ceiling. He�d been lying in the same position since he went to bed the night before and as far as he could tell, he hadn�t slept a wink.
How could he?
It had been almost dark when he got home the night before, so he�d been spared having to look his brother in the eyes. Then, of course, Josh had produced some old lantern he�d found. Pete had gone to bed early, as if sneaking off could reverse what had happened at the gym.
He�d heard them downstairs, speaking in terse voices that floated up to him every now and again when the noise outside died down.
The noise. He blinked. It was starting to get bright now and the worst of it had stopped. People had been howling all through the night. About what, he didn�t know.
He was antsy now; almost jumping out of his skin. He wished he could just fall asleep and ignore the problem hanging over him.
He sighed when he heard Josh's bedroom door slam. His door opened a moment later. It looked like he was going to have to face reality sooner than he�d hoped.
�Haven�t you heard of knocking?�
�Get up. You have to come with me.�
�What?� Pete asked, surprised. He�d spent the whole night thinking about how he was going to say that exact thing to his brother.
�Have you forgotten everything I told you? We need to go to the Home Warehouse. We really should have gone yesterday only you ran off and stayed out until it was nearly dark. Come on.�
Pete stayed put. If anything, he shrank further under the covers.
�Come on. What are you waiting for?�
�What�s the point, Josh? If someone wants to get in here, they will.�
�We�ll make it harder for them. Anyway, that�s not the point. We have to at least try and defend ourselves. If you won�t do it for me, do it for Mum. She�s terrified.�
Pete closed his eyes. Guilt and shame rushed through him. Instead of making sure his mother was alright, he�d rushed off to try and score points with Harry. He took a breath. He didn�t have time to feel guilty. �I can�t. We can�t.�
�What do you mean, we can�t? That�s bullshit. Of course we can. All we need is plywood and nails.�
�That�s not what I mean��
�What did you mean then?� Josh face screwed up in anger, which was rare for him. He was the master of snippy little comments but he rarely raised his voice. �Come on, Pete. Haven�t you put her through enough? It�s different now. It�s time to step up. You�ve been a waster your whole life, but things have changed. You don�t need to be a hero, you just have to get off your arse and do something worthwhile for a change.�
Pete sat up quickly, cheeks blazing. �What the fuck gives you�� The fight left him almost as quickly as his temper had flared. Fighting wouldn�t help. What was the point? It would only make it harder to convince Josh, and that was already going to be impossible. Might as well just say it.
He exhaled sharply. �We can�t go out. I went to see Harry last night.� He couldn�t meet Josh's eyes as he said this, but he didn�t need to watch his brother to know his response. The atmosphere in the room changed as soon as he said that name. He could almost feel Josh�s disapproval washing over him.
Josh said nothing.
Because he didn�t need to.
�I don�t know why, okay? I just thought�� he wished the ground would open up underneath him and suck him into the middle of the earth, bed and all. The urge to cover himself with the duvet and curl up into a ball was as strong at that moment as it had been when he was a kid listening to his parents fighting in the next room. �It doesn�t matter.�
�I don�t see how this is relevant to us securing the house,� Josh said icily.
You might as well say it. He�ll never agree anyway. �I told him everything you told me. And he guessed it was you who told me. And� and�� Pete closed his eyes.
�And what?�
�He wants to see you.�
�What?�
�He wants to see you.�
Josh stomped across the room and dragged the duvet off him. �I heard you the first time. What I wanted was some kind of explanation as to why the biggest gangster this side of London would want to see me? I�m a banker, Peter. Not a fucking petty criminal.�
Pete recoiled as if he�d been slapped. Josh never talked like that; never.
He sighed. �Please, Josh.�
�What? No! Didn�t you hear me? I don�t associate with people like that. I have nothing in common with him. Why on earth would he want to see me? I�ve never spoken to the man. He doesn�t know me.� His eyes narrowed. �What did you tell him about me?�
�Nothing!� Pete wailed. �I said nothing! I told him what you�d said but I never said where I heard it from. He guessed it was you.�
�How could he guess? He doesn�t know me.�
Pete shrugged helplessly. His brother was standing over him now and he�d never seen Josh so angry. In a strange way, he wanted him to lose it and beat the shit out of him. That might make him feel slightly better about what he�d gotten them into. �He knows everyone around here. You know that. That�s what people say about him.�
�I�m sick of hearing about him! People around here talk about him like he�s a god. He�s just another scumbag. Is that really who you want to look up to?� He flung his hands up in the air. �Jesus Christ, Pete. What�s wrong with you?�
�There�s no point in arguing. He wants to see you, Josh.�
�So? Fuck him. I�m going to get stuff to board this place up. Come on.�
�We can�t go out there! He�ll take it as an insult if you�re seen going off to a DIY centre instead of going to see him like he asked.�
Josh shrugged and turned to leave. �Well you�d better go and explain it to him then, hadn�t you?�
Pete�s heart sank. �I�m coming with you.� He leapt out of bed and grabbed a hoodie from the floor.
�What, so you can try and change my mind? Don�t waste your time.�
�No,� he muttered. �I�ll help. For Mum.�
That wasn�t the only reason. Josh was never going to change his mind. The only thing he could do now was stay with his brother, because he didn�t want Josh bumping into Harry�s lads alone.
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It was chaos outside the supermarket beside the Home Warehouse. Pete only noticed when they were right outside�for the whole twenty-minute walk there he�d been watching all around them, praying that Harry or some of his lads weren�t going to appear. They hadn�t.
�Pete! I said it�s closed.�
He turned around. Josh was watching him impatiently. �What?�
�What�re you playing at? You�re the one who wanted to come with me. At least pay attention. I said it�s closed.�
Pete turned and looked at the vast shop. It was dark inside�no surprise, really. �But the supermarket�s open?�
Josh shrugged. �I suppose they have to get rid of stuff before it goes off and people are queuing out the door. There�s not so much demand for DIY stuff.� He lowered his voice. �Yet. It won�t be long before people realise there are torches and barbecues in there. Not that it matters, seeing as it�s closed��
Pete nodded. It was the second time Josh had said that now. Suddenly it dawned on him. �You�re hinting. You want me to break in.�
Josh's scowl didn�t change. �Why not? If you�d do it for scum like Harry, why wouldn�t you do it for your own family?�
�I�m not a thief,� Pete said, flushing. Sure, he�d robbed stuff from time to time, but that was when he was a kid.
�Well, you�re not a saint.�
�No, I�m not.� He looked around to see if there was anyone nearby listening. �I sell things for them, alright? And run the money back to Zane. That�s not the same. It�s not like I�m out everyday robbing places.�
Josh rolled his eyes and shook his head. �You think that makes you better? You�re still a criminal.�
�I�m not. It�s� look, if they just made it legal then people would be able to buy it. They�re always going to buy it.�
�I don�t want to get into this debate with you,� Josh hissed. �How could you work for someone like that? He runs brothels and sells drugs. He sells his shit to desperate people and people like you enable him. It�s sick. How do you think Mum feels? Do you think it�s easy for her to look the neighbours in the eye knowing her son�s out there selling that shit?�
�They don�t� I don�t�� He drew back his fist and punched the shutter in frustration. �I don�t sell around our street, okay? And they�re all junkies anyway. It�s not like I was the one who got them hooked.�
�We�re never going to agree on this.�
�Why bring it up then?�
�To show you�� Josh sighed. �Oh look, just find a way in, okay? Stop pretending you�re above it.�
Pete shook his head. He�d always suspected Josh was ashamed of him, but it was surprisingly hurtful to have it confirmed. He closed his eyes. But wasn�t it understandable? After all, he�d just put Josh on Harry�s radar. �There are too many people here. Let�s go around the back.�
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He didn�t mention it again until after they�d nailed the first piece of board to their mother�s bedroom window. They nailed it on the inside, not wanting to draw attention to what they were doing. Pete hadn�t mentioned the fact that the two of them pushing packed trolleys full of plywood sheets up the road was probably enough of a giveaway. He�d stayed quiet, not wanting to piss his brother off even more.
�Right, that�s that done,� Josh said, dropping his hammer and shaking out his arm. �Let�s do downstairs next. Then we can do our rooms.�
�Josh, wait,� he called to his brother�s departing back.
�What?�
�You should think about it. Just humour him, you know?�
�What, like yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir? Is that what you want me to do? Bend the knee to Harry?�
�No! For fuck�s sake. Just tell him what you told me and that�s the end of it.�
Josh shook his head and continued on down the stairs. �No. I�m not doing it.�
�What are you boys arguing about?� their mother shouted from the bottom of the stairs. �Can you not just get along with each other like brothers are supposed to?�
�Nothing, Mum,� Josh said, shooting Pete a filthy look. �Just debating how many nails we should be using per board, that�s all.�
�Really? Because it sounded like��
�It�s nothing, really,� Pete said, hurrying down the stairs after Josh. �Just a disagreement. Josh was being a bit stingy with the nails and I was trying to warn him, that�s all. His way isn�t safe.�
Josh spun around and the next thing Pete knew he was being held against the wall by his throat. He coughed and gasped for air, flailing at his brother. Josh stayed out of reach. Only when Pete managed to kick him in the knee did he loosen his grip.
�Boys!� their mother cried, rushing at them. �Stop it! Stop it, Josh! He�s your brother!�
When she collapsed down onto the bottom step, Josh let go and turned away. �I�m sorry, Mum. He was��
�He�s your little brother, Josh,� she hissed in a strangled voice. �Why do the two of you have to hate each other? There�s enough people who�ll do that.�
�I know,� Pete said, clutching at his neck. For a second there, he�d been worried. Josh's eyes had been so full of hate he�d wondered if he�d ever let go. �I know.� He fell silent when his brother turned and caught his eye. It wasn�t fair to drag her into this.
�Come on. Let�s get the front windows done.�
�I�ll go get the tools.�
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Pete rolled his shoulders. They were aching from holding up the sheet of plywood. Josh was so particular about everything. Pete had wanted to just hammer the nails in as quickly as possible and get it done, but Josh was taking the time to line them up and make sure they were evenly spaced.
Any other time he would have called him out on it and taken over, but he didn�t now. Josh would never listen to him if he started throwing his weight around.
He sighed. He couldn�t help himself. This was taking so long. �Listen, what if you just��
Josh spun around so suddenly that Pete didn�t have a chance to change his grip on the plywood sheet, which was only attached to the window frame by one nail. It came off with a horrible creaking sound.
�Where do you get off?!� Josh raged.
�I�m just trying��
�No! Stop! I told you my answer. Do you really think you�re going to change my mind? You can�t, you know. So just stop.�
They got back to work in sullen silence. It was trickier to reattach the board where the nails had torn through it.
�My arms are killing me,� Pete muttered after they�d spend several more minutes in silence and he couldn�t stand it anymore. �Swap?�
Josh stood aside, holding the board with one hand and extending the hammer with the other. �Nails are on the chair there.�
�I know.�
They carried on. Pete got into a routine of hammering and reaching for the next nail. There was something calming about it. After a few minutes, he noticed a change in atmosphere. He looked over and found Josh staring at him.
�What?�
�You�re not lining them up straight.�
�Yeah they�re straight.�
�No, they�re not. It�s better if they�re evenly spaced.�
Pete took a step back and looked at his work. He couldn�t see the problem. �Does it matter? At least we�re getting through them.�
�Of course it does.�
�Really?� He shook his head. Josh had time to debate something stupid like this, but he wouldn�t listen to Pete when he tried to warn him about Harry? It was crazy. �If we hammer enough nails in, it�s not going to matter. We�re not inventing electricity, we�re boarding up a window.�
�That�s not the point and you know it.� Josh knocked on the board. �Anyway, electricity was discovered, not invented. Everyone knows that.�
�Jesus Christ, do you have to be such a know-all? We don�t have electricity anymore. Who cares if it was invented or discovered?�
�I do! And you should! There�s more to life than dealing drugs and pretending to be a hard man.�
Pete threw the hammer on the worn pink carpet and turned to his brother, fuming. �Can you just stop judging me? I don�t judge you for wearing those stupid suits and pretending you�re a posh git from London, do I?�
�You could�ve fooled me. I see the way you look at me. I know underneath you�re just jealous but it still grates a little��
�Jealous? Jealous of you? Are you out of your mind?�
Someone knocked on the front door, but Pete was barely aware of it. He was locked in the fight that had been brewing between him and his brother for the past five years. Maybe even longer.
�Why wouldn�t you be? I have a future and you have nothing.�
�A future? You spend all day sitting in front of a computer. You think that�s so great?�
�I work long hours,� Josh hissed. �Because I can�t stand being in this house with you. My plan was to save enough money for a deposit and buy Mum a house.�
Whoever was at the door knocked again, more insistently this time.
�Alright, alright, I�m coming,� their mother shouted from somewhere upstairs.
This all got processed in some background part of Pete�s brain, because most of his attention was still on Josh. He shook his head, not even able to take in his brother�s words. Where was all this coming from? But he�d known. He�d known all along that Josh went to Uni and suddenly they weren�t good enough for him anymore. He�d been able to change himself all he wanted, but he couldn�t change his family.
Josh shook his head. �I�m sorry. That didn�t come out how��
Pete gasped. As hurtful as those words were, something else hit him then and he shook his head, scared out of his wits. His whole body broke out in goosebumps and he stumbled backwards, facing the wrong direction to the door he now desperately needed to get to. �Mum, don�t open the door; Mum, don�t��
But it was too late. His mother had opened the front door to a grinning Harry. He stepped into the narrow hallway and was immediately followed by the big guy from the gym and another huge man Pete had never seen before.
�Pete?� his mother mumbled, staring at him with a look of fear and confusion that cut him deeper than anything Josh could have said to him.
Only a few days ago he�d have done anything to have Harry come to his house to talk to him. Now he wanted the opposite; he wished he�d never heard of him.
�Well, boy?� Harry smiled broadly as he looked around at the hall and glanced up the stairs. �You have a lovely house, Mrs Freeman.�
�Ah, um� thank� thanks, Mr Harman.�
Pete gritted his teeth and fought back the tears welling up in his eyes. It was his fault his mother was having to put up with this. Her fear was obvious. He hoped he was doing a better job of hiding his. He shook his head, not knowing what to say.
�Well? Cat got your tongue? I asked you to do something for me and I�m still waiting. Did you forget?�
�No, I��
�Ah, there he is. The big brother.�
Pete took a deep breath, not daring to look at Josh. His brother could ruin everything. And he wouldn�t even know what he was doing.
�Josh? Pete? What�s going on?� his mother�s face was pale behind her forced smile. He�d never seen her so worried, not even when Josh went through that phase of getting beaten up every week.
�Why don�t we go into the front room boys?� Harry said. The smile never left his face for a moment; not until the big guy had closed the door behind them. Only then did his face rearrange into a menacing scowl. �Didn�t your brother tell you I wanted to see you?�
Josh cleared his throat. �Yeah. Yeah, he did.�
�And you didn�t think I meant it?�
�No, I�� Josh coughed. �I wanted to get the house secured.�
Harry smirked. �Secured? Is that what you call this? Wouldn�t be much good to you in a fire.�
Pete�s blood ran cold.
�What do you want?� Josh muttered.
�Your brother came and told me a story last night, but I�m having a hard time believing it on account of him not being the brightest star in the sky. I want to hear it from you.�
Josh looked at Pete with such hatred in his eyes he found it hard not to look away. �Did he now? Well, I�m sure he told you everything.�
�Tell me again.�
Josh paused for a few seconds, before coming to the same conclusion as Pete had. They had no option but to humour Harry and hope he was happy with what he heard. He launched into a shortened version of what he�d told Pete the day before.
Harry's eyes were wide when he finished. �And why should I believe a word of it?�
Josh got that look on his face that always appeared when he was irritated by something someone had said. He closed his eyes. �Look around. Have you seen any cars? Big supermarkets and warehouses have backup generators. None of those are working. The motorway�s like a car park. Phones aren�t working.�
�So why hasn�t it kicked off yet?�
�It will when people realise what�s happened. It�s been less than two days. If you hadn�t heard about this kind of weapon before it wouldn�t even enter your mind. But people will soon start to figure out something big has happened.�
Harry stroked his chin. �You�re sure about that? How do you even know this?�
Josh nodded. �I�m sure. I thought it was crazy too when a guy at work first told me, but I�ve been reading up on it for months now. Even then I didn�t truly believe it, but the��
Harry held his hand up. �Enough, I get it.� He shook his head. �Un-bloody-believable. So you say the coppers are just as fucked as the rest of us?�
�I suppose so,� Josh said with a shrug. �I mean, they have late model cars and vans and sophisticated electronics. I doubt they�ve got anything old enough to fall back on. The fact that they�re not out there now confirms that.�
Harry pursed his lips. He opened his mouth to speak and stopped several times. He took a breath. �So cars is where it�s at?�
Josh shrugged. �I suppose so. They�re scarce now. Nothing built before around 1985 is going to work. I haven�t heard a car engine since the power went out.�
Harry sprung to his feet. He was like a different man compared to how he�d been just moments before. Now it seemed like he couldn�t wait to get out of there. �He�s right. I wondered why the Jag worked and nothing else would. Come on. We�ve got work to do.� One of the big guys opened the door for him and he hurried out, turning suddenly. �You�d better not be lying to me, son.�
�I�m not,� Josh said quietly. �Why would I lie?�
�Good.� Harry nodded. �You don�t want to know what I do to liars.�
The men left without another word. Pete and Josh sat in silence for several minutes.
�At least he�s gone and it�s done,� Pete said when he couldn�t stand the silence anymore.
Josh glared at him. �What?�
�It�s done. He got what he wanted.�
�Do you really believe that?� Josh shook his head. �He hasn�t got what he wanted. But he�s about to, thanks to me. What do you think he�s gone off to do? He�s sure as shit not off to help old ladies cross the road. It�s your fault, Pete. What the hell were you thinking, telling a man like that what I told you?�
�But you never said not to��
�I told you because you�re my brother,� Josh snapped. �I didn�t think you�d be stupid enough� Bloody hell. This is way worse than dealing drugs. So much worse.�
He got up and slammed the door behind him. Pete stayed where he was. he was frozen in shock and disbelief.
What have I done?

16. Terry

There were dozens of people lurking outside the shop. The doors had been broken. They hadn�t been shattered�they�d been removed, metal and all. They�d been thrown aside in the corner, piled under a bunch of shopping trolleys with torn bags of nappies and other rubbish tossed carelessly on top.
Terry wasn�t sure why he�d come back. The last thing he wanted was to see Charlie or set foot in that shop again. He just�
He stared at the devastation in front of him.
He�d sat in the same armchair all morning, just staring out the window and trying to make sense of what had happened. In the end, he�d had enough. He had to get out.
He hadn�t been able to think of anywhere else to go. That was why he was back at the shop.
That realisation depressed him so he started walking faster to try and silence the voices in his head. I might as well try and pick up some water while I�m here.
What�s Gaz doing? he wondered as he got to the door and caught his first glimpse of the chaos inside. He�s supposed to stop this.
When he pushed his way through the crowd and entered the shop, he saw there were no staff members in sight. He was glad for them: yesterday had been bad enough and they didn�t get paid enough to deal with the kind of abuse they�d been getting from frustrated shoppers. Not that he blamed people. They�d been desperate.
It was chaos inside. Someone had managed to tip over the checkout counters. Terry sniffed. He was sure he could smell burning plastic over the stink of gone-off milk and fish. It was too gloomy to see where it was coming from.
The torches they�d hung from the ceiling were long gone. It was just as busy as it had been the day before, with people scurrying around in all directions, carrying anything they could find.
He took a step further and paused. The smell was overpowering. He caught the earthy scent of past-best vegetables along with the toxic dairy and fish smells that had hit him as soon as he�d come in the door. He held his hand over his mouth and made straight for the aisle where they stocked bottled water, stepping over discarded boxes and broken jars as he went.
There was no water left. Not even the flavoured waters that were really just sugary drinks under a different name. He looked around. He wasn�t all that surprised.
There were no soft drinks left either, not even the home brand flavours that took the longest to shift. People weren�t so picky now.
He walked slowly back down the aisle looking all around him for anything that might be of use. Nothing had been spared, not even the jars of cocktail onions or olives they usually struggled to get rid of. The tinned tuna and salmon was gone�only the cardboard trays they�d come in remained on the shelves and tossed around the floor. The smell here almost made him miss the stench he had smelled when he first entered the shop�there was an evil acidic odour wafting from the jars that had fallen to the floor and smashed, leaking their pickled contents everywhere.
The medicine aisle had been cleaned out. Pools of unnaturally coloured liquids seeped slowly towards each other on the floor where they�d been knocked off their shelves, and for a moment he had a strong urge to go get a mop and clean it up. Was it even safe for that stuff to mix together?
Not my problem, he told himself. He drummed his fingers on his lips, agitated now. He�d felt confident thanks to his stash of tinned food, but seeing everything that had been taken made him realise there was a lot he was lacking. Like medicine. Like water. Like� it was hurting his head to try and think of the essentials.
He saw some familiar packaging poking out under the shelf and bent to pick it up. He scowled. It was a popular aspirin brand. Someone had taken out the blister packs from inside and dumped the empty box on the ground.
He wanted to push off the few things that remained on the shelves around him. What the hell was happening? He�d never seen anything like it. He moved away, trying to swallow his frustration. He�d taken pride in his work. He might not have seen eye-to-eye with the manager, but he�d probably spent whole years of his life in each of those aisles stacking shelves. Did people not think of that when they destroyed places? It was normal people who were going to have to tidy up.
He couldn�t bear to look at the mess. How was this better than being stuck in his flat? At least there he had peace. He decided to check upstairs to see if the water dispensers were still there.
On the way to the offices, he saw even more proof that this was serious. It was one thing selling out of portable barbecues and food that didn�t need much preparing. He could understand that. This was something else.
People were having full-on arguments over the last few cans of cat food. There must have been five or six of them, mostly older and well-dressed.
He was almost bowled over by a middle-aged man beelining for the dry dog feed. He looked around, not wanting to judge, but desperately hoping all of those people were stocking up for their pets. Because surely it hadn�t gotten to the point where people were now willing to eat dog food.
He shook his head and hurried towards the back. He�d seen enough. He couldn�t take anymore. It felt like his head was going to explode.
He pushed through the door marked �staff only� in forbidding red letters. It was usually enough to stop customers from wandering into the stock and delivery areas, but it was no deterrent now. It was just as messy in the back as it was on the shop floor. He knew from the day before that most of the remaining food supplies had been put out on the shelves before he left, but he supposed people had wanted to check for themselves.
He hurried up the stairs to where the offices and training rooms were with a sinking feeling in his chest. He didn�t feel safe anymore. People were acting more like animals than humans. A man in a hoodie came barrelling down the stairs in the opposite direction, not even looking where he was going. Terry got out of his way just in time.
He ran up the rest of the stairs telling himself there was no sense in bothering. There�d be nothing useful left.
The chairs and tables in the training rooms had been thrown around the place and the whiteboard was torn off the wall. There were markers and piles of paper spread out on the floors. He popped his head in the open door of the break room and found it in an even worse state. The cupboard doors above the counter were all open and boxes and jars were smashed all over the counter below. He shook his head.
The door of the manager�s office was closed. He tried the handle. It was locked. Hope rose inside him. It was shared by all the managers: not just the store manager, but the assistant managers who were in charge when he wasn�t around as well as the district managers when they were visiting the shop.
Terry shook his head. It had never been locked before Charlie took over. It wasn�t surprising. Charlie liked to swan around like he owned the place and it would be just like him to put a lock on the door so no-one else could access �his� space.
He checked behind him and tried again. It didn�t budge. He took a deep breath and stepped back a few paces. Then he lunged at the door.
Terry groaned. The door hadn�t moved. All he�d succeeded in doing was winding himself. He stood back and waited until he got his breath back. Then he paused to take a closer look at the door. He smiled. He�d approached it all wrong. The lock might have been new and strong, but the door itself was old and worn.
He stepped back and then aimed all his weight at a point about halfway between the lock and the top of the door. He was reassured by the amount it bowed in. The thin door creaked and groaned from the pressure. He checked behind him again before hunkering down and doing the same thing to the bottom of the door. It had the same effect.
Terry took a breath and checked behind him one last time before launching at the door, aiming for the hinge side this time. It hurt like hell, but it was enough. The door broke away at the hinges. The lock stayed where it was, broken apart from the rest and still attached to the frame.
He looked around. There it was. A full bottle of water still in the dispenser and another one on the ground beside it. He shook his head. Now he had even less respect for Charlie. Why hadn�t he taken it? He moved quickly across the room after pausing to look warily at the camera in the corner. It took him a moment or two to remember that the power was down and so was the backup. He wouldn�t be seen by anyone. Even so, it felt wrong.
But what did it matter now? He didn�t want to die of thirst and he wasn�t sure he could face drinking more of that fruit syrup.
He picked up the fresh refill with a grunt. It was heavier than he�d expected. But it was worth it for fifteen litres of fresh water.
He filled his pockets with the stash of chocolate bars from the desk and hurried out.
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Terry soon became aware of the value of the water he was carrying. People stopped to look at him as he passed through the shop and it made him nervous. He moved as fast as he could, which wasn�t fast when there was so much glass and debris to avoid.
He thought about hiding the huge water bottle, but how? There were no bin bags on the shelves�people had been using them to take away as much food as they could carry.
He sighed with relief when he was out of the shop, but it was short-lived. He still had another half mile or so to go. He walked as fast as he could, trying to project confidence. It was hard when the bottle was starting to weigh down on him. He wasn�t used to carrying this sort of weight: they used trolleys when they restocked the shelves.
His heart was racing now as he recalled the guy who�d robbed that old lady�s handbag. What if he was lurking around?
The thought made him speed up, but his pace was still slow. He stumbled and his knee locked as the container weighed awkwardly on his shoulder.
�Bugger,� he muttered. It didn�t help that his shoulder was tender from breaking down the door. �Come on. Keep going.�
He tried not to look at the shops with their broken windows and ransacked interiors. Or at the looks of confusion and fear on people�s faces.
He didn�t dare think about how nice it was going to be to have a glass of simple, plain, fresh water. It still felt cold to the touch too, not that he would have minded if it was lukewarm.
He blinked. He was almost there now. The most dangerous part was almost over�there were more people on High Street. Safety in numbers�
His optimism evaporated. Just as he�d started to feel relieved that he�d gotten away with it, a group of boys in tracksuits turned onto the street and started walking towards him. He could tell by the way they were swaggering that they were trouble.
Stop it, he told himself. Those kids could sense fear a mile off. He kept walking. There was nothing unusual about carrying a container of water. Nothing at all. So why was he making a big deal of it?
He stood up straight even though his shoulder was aching. Make yourself look as big as possible. But he didn�t feel big. He felt small.
�What�s that?�
Terry�s heart hammered. They weren�t asking out of politeness. He was only about a hundred yards from High Street.
Ignore them.
�That�s water, that is,� one of the others muttered.
�I wasn�t asking you. I was asking him.�
Terry looked up. The menace in the boy�s voice had startled him. Their eyes met and Terry was taken aback. He was no more than fifteen. Terry coughed awkwardly and looked away, but not before he saw what the boy had in his hand.
His stomach lurched and threatened to expel the beans he�d eaten for breakfast. The kid had a knife.
The bottle dug painfully into his shoulder. He tried to readjust it, but his sweating hand slipped against the smooth plastic.
Every hair on his body was standing on end and that was about the only thing he could feel. The rest of him was numb with fear and self-loathing. Ten years ago, he wouldn�t have thought twice about confronting the little brats. A lot had changed since then.
They didn�t even say anything. The one in front smirked as he jerked his head to the side. The others swarmed around Terry and grabbed the bottle.
Terry fell to the ground, gasping and trying to get his breath back. His legs were like jelly. He had to run�but how was he supposed to do that when he couldn�t even stand up?
Go! he told himself.
It was a few seconds before he realised that they weren�t going to hurt him. They�d walked away. He stared after then in astonishment. They sauntered away along the street without a second glance in his direction.
He couldn�t believe it. Was he that weak in their eyes; that unthreatening that they didn�t even need to watch him? When had he become such a pushover? His fingers automatically went to the scarred skin at the back of his neck, as if showing him the answer.

17. Annie

Annie didn�t know how long she�d sat in front of the door. The sound of the outer door opening roused her from her thoughts. Before she knew what she was doing, she had leapt to her feet and pulled her door open.
It was the guy from the supermarket. He looked as flustered as she felt.
She blinked as an idea struck her. She hadn�t thought of it before because she wasn�t used to relying on anyone besides herself and Dan. Well, she couldn�t do that now. He was two hundred miles away and she wasn�t sure she could do this on her own.
�I know this is going to sound weird, but I need to talk to you,� she blurted. �And anyone else in this building. We have to get the hell out of here.�
He didn�t say anything, just stared at her like she wasn�t even there.
�What happened to you?�
�Nothing.�
She sighed. She wasn�t very good at convincing people to do things, but this was important. �Who else lives here?�
�Clive. Just Clive. All the other flats are empty. Bloody place is a shambles.�
�What?�
�Nothing.� He exhaled noisily and moved towards the stairs.
�Wait! Where does Clive live? Is he in?� She followed him up the stairs.
He stopped at a door on the first floor and gestured to the flat two doors along.
�Thanks,� she muttered, moving along the short landing. �Do you know if he�s in?�
He shrugged as he took his keys from his pocket. �No idea.�
�Can you come in too? I need to talk to you both.�
�Why? Unless you�ve got a way to turn the power back on, I don�t need to hear it.�
The door opened before Annie could reply.
The man standing in front of her�Clive, she presumed�was somewhere in his fifties or sixties. His white hair was neatly cropped. It was hard to tell if he normally looked this stressed or if it was a result of the events of the past few days. He had dark circles under his eyes and his skin looked dry.
�I�m Annie. I�m in one of the flats downstairs. Can I talk to you?�
He nodded. �Clive.� He looked behind her. �Hello, Terry.�
The change in Terry�s demeanour was immediate.
Annie cleared her throat. �I need to talk to you about everything that�s been happening: the power, the cars. It�s only going to get worse. I have an idea that could help us all.�
�Who is it?� asked a faint voice from somewhere inside the flat.
His expression softened. �It�s one of the neighbours, love. I�ll be there in a moment.�
He pulled the door until it dug into his neck and only his head was visible. �Now�s not a good time.�
�I know. A man outside just tried to steal my bike.�
Clive hesitated for a moment. �I�m not a patrol officer. I don�t respond to thefts. This area has a bad reputation, unfortunately.�
�No,� she said. �Don�t you see? It about thirty-six hours since the power cut. It�s going to get a hell of a lot worse when people start to realise they can get away with murder. Can I come in please? I have an idea that�ll help us all.�
Neither man said anything.
Annie shook her head. �Look, just hear me out. This isn�t some short-term thing. Don�t you think it�s strange that everything�s stopped working? This could last months. Maybe years.�
�Well I don�t know where you think we�re going to go,� Terry said with a sigh. �This is the only home I�ve got.�
She gritted her teeth. �I saw the army at King�s Cross yesterday. They�re rounding people up and putting them in the station because they don�t have enough people to deal with this. Is that what you want?� She swallowed. �I have an alternative.�
A funny look passed over Clive�s face. �Give me a moment,� he said, right before he closed the door in their faces.
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When Clive came back and let them in a few minutes later, Annie expect to meet a pleasant older woman, but there was no-one else in the flat. She looked at the closed bedroom door, frowning. Had she imagined that voice?
What was going on?
She swallowed back her curiosity. What did it matter? She had one job to do�and that was to convince them to go with her.
Clive sighed. �There�s nothing I can do about people hanging around outside.�
�That�s not what I came here to talk to you about. It made me think, that�s all. I�ve just been�� She trailed off, not wanting to tell a policeman that she�d just come from looting a shop. �Look, I went to King�s Cross yesterday. I know it was silly, but I had to be sure the trains weren�t running. Of course they weren�t. There were soldiers there making people go into the station. I spoke to a soldier who more or less ordered me inside. It�s compulsory. It won�t be long before they come here and round you all up.�
�Did they have food and water?�
�Yes they did, but do you really want to be locked up in a station for months or maybe years? They don�t know what they�re dealing with.�
�And you do?� Terry looked sceptical.
She looked at each of them in turn and nodded. �I�ve got a fair idea. I�m pretty sure it was an EMP strike. Do you know what that is?�
Both men shook their heads.
�I�m not sure on the exact science, but it�s devastating. It�s always been theoretical, as far as I knew. It�s an electromagnetic pulse that�s capable of frying any electronics within a huge radius. We�re talking entire countries. It�s possible the whole of Britain is affected. In fact, that seems more and more likely because if it was localised, reinforcements would have driven in by now.�
�Look, we need to get out. I have a farm outside York. It�s nothing fancy, but it�s five acres we were setting up to be self-sufficient until�� she swallowed and blinked back the tears that suddenly swam up in her eyes. �If we can get there, we�ll be safe. What do you think? There are three other bikes out the back�which we should move inside, by the way.�
�Those are ours,� Clive said. �And they�re��
�You want us to cycle to York with you? That must be�� Terry paused and shook his head.
�Two hundred miles,� she said, feeling resigned. �Two hundred miles with some pretty challenging hills to cover on the way.�
�Are you mad?�
She tried not to let their scepticism deflate her. �No. I wish I was. The power�s not going to be restored. Not ever. Everything�s going to have to be built up again from scratch. Don�t you see? London�s got eight million odd people. Maybe closer to nine now. You�ll have to worry about diseases that haven�t been heard of for more than a hundred years. No,� she said shaking her head, aware of how shrill her voice had become. �You won�t even get to that. People aren�t prepared. You�ll all starve before next week is out. That�s if you�re not murdered before then for what little of value you�ve got.�
�Keep your voice down, please,� Clive snapped.
She winced. Perhaps she�d been too direct but she needed them to see. She wasn�t being dramatic�as far as she was concerned, anyone staying in London was doomed. �But it�s true. I�m trying to tell you what�s going to happen unless��
�Unless we do what you want.�
�Yes, Terry,� she said as calmly as she could. �Unless you do what I want. It�s not like I�m the only one who�ll benefit. You�ll starve otherwise.�
�I have food.�
�Maybe you do. But how long�s that going to last you? You have nowhere to grow food. Once it�s gone, it�s gone. That�s it. You�ll be fighting with eight million other people for what little resources there are.�
�Enough,� Clive hissed. �Look, it doesn�t matter. Even if what you say is true, it�s out of the question. It�s too far.�
�What�s a few days in exchange for sustainable food sources and safety? The farm is miles from anywhere. It�s the only sensible choice. I�m not going to deny I�m asking for selfish reasons. I�d rather not have to go alone. But isn�t that a fair trade? Cycle two hundred miles and join us at the farm. We have plenty of crops and animals. You�re welcome to stay as long as you want.�
Clive shook his head, lips pursed, and she knew his answer was going to stay the same no matter how much she pushed him.
�You think I�m mad.�
He sighed. �It all seems rather farfetched.�
She turned to Terry. �Well?�
He shifted in his seat. �Two hundred miles.�
�Just under. Yeah.�
�It�d need to be just under by a lot.�
Annie sighed and closed her eyes. It had been a gamble. She had to wait until morning anyway, so she�d lost nothing.
No, her gut instinct screamed. Now isn�t the time to be proud and give up. It�ll be safer if you have company.
�Please,� she whispered. �Didn�t you hear what I said about the army? You�ll be safe, but you won�t be free. All I�m asking is think about joining me. It�ll be worth it for a few days of hard work.�
�What you�re saying is crazy.�
She shook her head. �Of course it is. But what other explanation is there? Where are the police? Where are the politicians? What I�m saying makes sense and you know it.�
Clive looked deep in thought.
It was Terry who spoke. �If London�s so dangerous, what the hell are you still doing here, eh? You�re not from here. That�s not your flat.�
She flushed. �So? What does it matter if it�s my flat or not?�
�It matters,� he snapped. �You have no ties to this place. So why are you still sticking around? It�s a fair question when you�re trying to convince us to leave.�
She laughed�it was a shocked reaction more than anything else. �Because it took me a while to realise this was actually caused by an EMP. I would have gone today if it hadn�t been for what I saw on the streets.� She looked sheepishly at Clive. �If you must know, I was breaking into an outdoors shop to get supplies. That�s how seriously I take this. You�re in danger. We�re all in danger. I�m leaving first thing tomorrow morning. It�s not too late to join me. What happens when a city of eight million people runs out of food? What then?�
�Look, you�d better go,� Clive said, staring at his hands.
Annie tried not to let it get to her. She was going either way. What else was she going to do? She�d be more at risk in London than she was on the road. She couldn�t lock herself in the flat forever.
�What do you think?� she said to Terry, as she closed the door behind them. �How do you explain what�s going on out there?�
He shrugged. �I can�t. But I know one thing. I�m safer in here than on a bike out there in the middle of winter. It�s the maddest idea I�ve ever heard.�
She went back downstairs without another word. She agreed with him. It was madness. But it was the only choice she had.

18. Si

Si was at her wit�s end. The power was still out and there was nothing left to do in the garage. They�d changed the oil in every single car in the workshop. They�d topped up the windscreen fluid. That was about all they could do. The engines wouldn�t start and even the key fobs weren�t working. They would have started washing the cars if the water wasn�t out too.
�Come on,� Max said, clapping his hands. �I haven�t taken a proper inventory of that scrapyard in years. What happens if some businessman pulls off the motorway and needs a spare part for his BMW?�
She rolled her eyes. �He�d go to the BMW dealership like everyone else. Nothing out there is less than ten years old.�
Max turned and looked at her.
�What?�
She almost felt better when he was angry with her. Anything was better than the feeling that she was ripping him off by sticking around. Graham had been in an even worse mood than usual without the distractions of the telly or the pub and she dreaded the thought of going back to that cold terraced house and being stuck with him.
He shook his head. �You�ve got to rein in that attitude, Simone. Someday I�m going to want to retire. I need to know I�m leaving the business in good hands.�
She tried to swallow but his words had caught her so off guard that she almost choked instead. She coughed and spluttered as she fought to get her breath back.
�That�s a funny reaction,� he said, all trace of frustration now gone.
�What the hell did you just say? You�re not retiring.�
�No, but one day I will. I�ve been planning on talking to you about this. You�re going to be a great mechanic, but that�s not enough nowadays. I�d like you to take over the running of this place eventually. I�m not promising you anything, mind. The pension�s not going to be enough to keep me so I�ll need to look at selling. Might as well line you up to be kept on as manager though, eh?�
She stared at him, not sure what she was hearing. She shook her head. �I�m still an apprentice, Max. And I�m no good with people. You�ve said that yourself.�
�That�s all in your head. This� act of yours. Simone, you can�t spend the rest of your life in here with your head buried under a car bonnet. The world doesn�t work like that anymore. There�s no money in it. You need to be the boss. I want to help you get there.�
She turned away, not able to look at his kind face anymore for the shame she was feeling. Max had seemed like a harsh, impatient man when she first came into the garage looking for a job. He�d taken one look at her purple hair and told her to bugger off. She�d persisted and been surprised to find he was nothing like what she�d expected. He could be tough, but he was fair. No, that didn�t even begin to cover it. He was like a big teddy bear underneath.
And she was taking the piss.
�Max, stop, no. I can�t do this anymore. It�s not fair. You and I both know there�s going to be no work until the power comes back and whatever�s stopping the cars from working is fixed. You don�t have to�� she shook her head and stared at her feet. �I should go. I don�t want you paying me for doing nothing.�
�What are you talking about? There�s lots to do. That scrapyard�s a mess.�
She shook her head. �I can�t do it, Max. I can�t have you paying me for just hanging around here. Can�t you see? There�s nothing left to do.�
To her surprise, he just raised an eyebrow. �That�s often the way. I pay you now so that when we�re busy you don�t start complaining about being overworked. That�s how it works.�
He sounded so convincing, but she couldn�t accept it. �No,� she said, shaking her head. �That�s not a problem. When have I ever complained about being too busy?�
�Exactly. You�re not a bloody moaner like most other people your age.�
�You can�t just say everyone under the age of fifty is a moaner. You�ll sound like a grumpy old man.�
He rolled his eyes. �Come on. Let�s go. Lucky I never upgraded to that computer inventory system, eh? A pen and notepad is the only way.�
�No, Max.� She tried to swallow the image of Graham, which hadn�t left her mind since she got into work. He was her problem. Not Max�s. He had enough to deal with.
He turned around. �I�m not going to take no for an answer. Come on. Prove you�re not a quitter.�
She threw her hands up. Was he really that naive to what was going on? �We rarely get a customer, Max! Most of the customers we do have are people from the town who know you know everything about cars. It�s even worse now. I can�t keep pulling the wool over your eyes! There�s no work for me here. And there�s not going to be. You might as well flush the money you�re paying me down the toilet.�
His face fell and she shut up, gasping for breath and wishing she could take it all back.
But when he spoke, his voice was even and calm. He turned away. �Love, you�re not pulling the wool over my eyes. Don�t you worry about that. You�re a good mechanic and a good worker. A good worker who has to put up with a hell of a lot of shit at home.�
Si gasped and stumbled backwards. �What do you� I�� she shook her head. How could he possibly know? Was he guessing? She�d never talked about her personal life.
�I�m sorry,� he said quietly. �The last thing I wanted to do was hurt your pride, but it needed to be said.�
�I don�t understand,� she stuttered. �I never said��
�You didn�t need to. People talk. That stepdad of yours is no good. That house should have been yours by rights. What he did��
She shook her head. She didn�t know whether to be mortified or relieved.
�It�s no reflection on you, you know that don�t you?�
She shrugged. She wasn�t sure that she did; not really. If she�d had any brains at all, she�d have stopped her mum from marrying him when she had the chance. She�d always known he was trouble.
He shook his head. �You�d better stop telling me not to pay you. It�s my money and I�ll do what I want with it, including paying good staff to keep them on my books, do you hear?�
She smiled, rubbing the side of her eyes. A lump had formed in her throat and she felt awkward all of a sudden. �Thanks, Max, I don�t even know what to say. I�m so grateful, you know, I��
�Stop it,� he grunted. �If you start getting sappy on me, I�ll fire you. I can�t deal with that nonsense. Now, are you going to help me update the inventory or not?�
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Si smiled. For the first time in a very long time, she felt like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders.
�Come on, now,� Max barked. �I can tell by that smile on your face that you�re daydreaming. I think I preferred the surly version�forget everything I said before.�
She laughed. She�d been working for him for two years and she�d thought she knew him. �Fine then. I�ll remind you about that. For the record, this stocktake is pointless. Who�s going to come in here looking for�� she looked down. �The cracked wing mirror of a Ford Sierra? Half of these cars are in the most ridiculous colours too. Are you secretly colourblind?�
Max smiled and nodded. It was all about the banter for him�that was how you showed people they meant something to you.
�I�m glad to see you admit it.�
�I�m not admitting anything. You�ll see. When this mess gets sorted out, all it takes is�� he cleared his throat and waited for her to look up. He pointed to the pile beside him. �Some bloke with a classic Jag who can�t find parts anywhere else.�
�That�s a Jaguar?�
He nodded. �XJ6. I�d forgotten this was here. Towed it off the motorway myself years ago. It was busier then, of course. People found you in the phone book instead of whatever they do online these days. I think I got in a Land Rover a few days later and never thought to come back to this.�
Si raised an eyebrow. �You? Forget something? That doesn�t sound like you.�
He shrugged. �Got a lot of classics around here. Just waiting for the right buyer.�
�Yeah,� she laughed. �Suitable for a rust farmer.�
�You never know.� He looked thoughtful. �Perhaps I ought to set up a website. Get some of the more exotic parts listed on there.�
She nodded. �Good idea.�
�Maybe you can help.�
�I know nothing about computers.�
�You probably do and you don�t even know it.� He sighed. �Bloody computers. We don�t have cars anymore; they�re more like computers in the shapes of cars. Honestly, I miss the old days.�
�Here we go.�
�It�s true,� he said, shooting her a filthy look. �It�s like your old Renault. That�s a proper engine. You can see what�s wrong with it and figure out how to fix it.�
She smiled. She�d been trying to get that thing working for months and Max had tinkered around with it for an hour or two and figured out the problem. �I wonder if that�s it,� she said as they moved through the narrow alleyway between unstable towers of wrecks and car parts. If health and safety ever thought to inspect that place, it�d give them nightmares. �The computers. We haven�t tried the Renault since the power cut and the other cars stopped working.�
Max shook his head. �I never thought to. It�s so far out the back I often forget it�s there.�
�Yeah, but it�s near the back gate. When I get it all fixed up, I�ll be able to take off through the wasteland and get straight on the motorway.�
�You will not. You�re not going on the motorway in that thing.�
�I�ll have to finish it first. But I will.�
�Come on,� he said, putting his notepad in the back pocket of jeans that might once have been blue. �Let�s go have a look. I�d laugh if it did work. That�d be a sight.�
�Of course it�ll work. You had it going the other day.� She froze. �Did you hear that?�
�What?�
She shook her head. It was the faintest drone. It sounded like a car engine. A big old V12. She looked at Max and it was obvious from his expression that he�d heard it too.
�The cars are working again then.� She felt lightheaded with relief. �Brilliant. I was starting to get sucked into the panic.� And what panic. She�d walked home late the evening before and been amazed to see queues outside every shop that was still open. Graham had slurred something about lootings, but she never took him seriously, especially not when he�d been drinking. Even Max had been acting strangely, but that was more because of the cars not working and the fact that he didn�t understand why.
The drone was getting louder. Max listened with his good ear turned to the sky. �Maybe they�re coming this way,� he said. �Well, this day is getting better. I�d best get back in and make it look like I�ve been hard at work in the workshop all day.�
She nodded. �I�ll help.�
�Nah, you stay here. Now that we�ve started to go through this place we might as well stick at it. Maybe you�ll find something useful for that old rust bucket of yours.�
She smiled. �Okay, if you�re sure you don�t want me to help.�
�Not at all. To tell you the truth, there�s nothing I hate more than writing lists. I�d rather go have a chat with this bloke about his motor. It sounds like a beast.�
She nodded. It was obvious from the roar in the air that it was getting closer, and it seemed more likely as the seconds ticked past that it was coming towards them�they were the only garage in the industrial estate, which was otherwise full of empty warehouses. �Go ahead. I can do this.�
She took the battered old notepad and pen from him and set to work. She much preferred this to having to deal with people face-to-face. She couldn�t imagine taking charge of the business like Max had said. She was only nineteen. That was good, though. It meant he was planning on sticking around for a good while longer. She smiled at the thought. She�d never met her dad, but now when she thought of him she�d started to picture him as a man like Max. Dependable. Tough, but in your corner.
The engine got closer. She closed her eyes and listened to the growl as it accelerated into straights and shifted down for corners. Max wasn�t the only one who wanted to see that thing.
The engine cut out abruptly and Si heard four doors slam somewhere nearby.
They�re in a hurry, she thought. Good. That made her think of men in suits who were willing to pay a premium for the convenience of a fast turnaround. Good for Max.
She frowned. Those blokes usually came in alone. Maybe it was a guy with his wife and kids along for the ride. Bad. The kids would be grating on their parents� nerves, meaning they�d be agitated.
Kids don�t slam doors that forcefully.
Si shook her head, telling herself to snap out of it and stop overthinking.
She moved along the row of parts, bending every so often to try and figure out what she was looking at. She�d agreed with Max out of politeness�this place really put the junk in junkyard.
She felt a pang of guilt as soon as she thought that. She loved the garage and everything about it, and she loved Max for giving her a chance and looking out for her.
She thought back to their earlier conversation and cringed as she remembered how dismissive she�d been. Max wanted her to learn more about the business so she might be able to manage it one day, and all she�d done was go on about how much she hated dealing with people.
Filled with self-loathing, she moved on and tried to focus on the task at hand. But she couldn�t concentrate.
She turned and looked in the direction of the garage, though it wasn�t visible over the stacks of car parts. She�d finish this later. There was something else she needed to do first. She�d deal with this customer. She�d let Max know he had nothing to worry about; that she could be the perfect customer service person when she put her mind to it.
She grinned as she hurried out, careful not to trip in one of the muddy puddles. Max would think she�d hit her head when he heard her, but he�d be proud. And happy. And that was the most important thing. She could control her dislike of being around people for his sake.
He�s done enough for me.
Her smile disappeared as she reached the edge of the scrapyard. Here, the piles weren�t as high�maybe to her shoulder, resting against the fence that separated the yard from the garage.
She crouched to her knees, her heart hammering. Even then with her fingers trailing in the mud, she wasn�t quite sure what she�d seen. Instinct had told her to get out of sight. She rose slowly, glad of her sturdy work boots. They helped her steady her feet on the uneven gravel.
Slowly she rose, trying to stay behind the cover of an old chassis.
There were four men. It took a few seconds to figure out what was wrong with what she was seeing; to see what had made her survival instincts send her ducking for cover.
Weirdly, it was Max�s face she noticed first before everything else fell into place. She clamped a hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming.
He was a calm man. He growled a lot, but she�d never seen him snap. She�d certainly never seen him look like he did now, cornered and terrified.
What the�
Her heart hammered against her ribs and she had to fight every instinct that told her to pick up the nearest length of metal she could find and go to war.
Two of the men were holding Max back by his arms. One of the others stood by as the fourth paraded in front of him, talking. Max�s eyes weren�t on him. They were darting frantically around the yard. Looking for me, she realised with a pang of fear.
She lowered herself a fraction, praying that her legs wouldn�t give way underneath her. If they did, she wouldn�t have time to stop herself from falling into the scrap and making one hell of a noise.
Any other time she might have done it on purpose to give Max time to get away.
But there was no point in doing that. Not when the two men who weren�t holding him had shotguns. The one standing off to the side had his back to her and his gun pointed at Max.
She bent down out of sight again, worried that Max might react if he saw her. She held her breath and focused harder on listening than she�d ever done before.
�Now. Two choices,� the man was saying. �Do what I tell you or I get Mo here to put a bullet in you. Maybe I�ll tell him to save the cartridges and use a crowbar.�
Si squeezed her eyes closed, fighting back the tears of panic and fury that were welling up inside her.
No. This is a dream. It can�t be real. It can�t be.
Max cleared his throat and spat noisily. She winced. Part of her wanted to stand up and scream at him to just give them what they wanted.
A moment later, there was a muffled thud and a low groan. Si cringed and fell to her knees, now holding both hands over her mouth to stop herself screaming or crying or making whatever inhuman sound wanted to burst out of her mouth.
This is real. It�s real. But why?
�You must be mad!� Max growled. �I�m flattered, but you�re not going to get much for this fat arse�you do know that, right?�
Si�s eyes widened and she wondered if she was going to pass out. They wanted Max?
�I�m not after your arse,� the man said. His voice was calm and cruel. �I have plenty of people for that. It�s your hands I want.�
�My hands?�
�Yes. Your hands.�
�What? Why? I�ve never met you before in my life. I�d have remembered a car like that.�
The man laughed. �Oh, it�s not mine, but thank you. Now. Two choices, like I said. Get in the car or�� he paused before laughing again, so abruptly that it caught Si by surprise and she almost jumped.
�What? What�s so funny?�
�Oh, nothing,� the man said. There was still the faintest trace of laughter in his voice. �It�s just� I thought of something funny. How�s about instead of killing you, I take your hands instead? Even if you survived, you�d spend each day wishing I�d just topped you. Wouldn�t you?�
Max said something she didn�t catch. Then she heard a dull thud and the sound of gravel crunching.
The engine started.
Si wanted desperately to see what was happening, but she didn�t dare move. She curled up in a ball on the wet gravel, not caring that her hair was soaked and her face muddied. There wasn�t a thing she could do to stop them. And she hated herself for it.

19. Clive

Clive couldn�t sleep. Everything was falling apart and there wasn�t a damn thing he could do about it.
He�d walked away. He�d talked the talk about how much he loved the force and helping people. But when it came down to it� He shook his head. He wasn�t thinking about old Charles Mackintosh now. He was thinking about the general public. Couldn�t he have gone down to the local police station to see if they needed a hand? Hadn�t it always been about the greater good than about any one person?
All the resentment he�d felt when they�d pulled him off the more challenging assignments� They�d been right. His dedication to the job had vanished when Livvy�s illness came to a head.
As much as she needed him, he�d be lost without her. She�d been his rock for so many years; always encouraging him and never asking for anything in return.
Olivia stirred beside him and he sighed.
He�d tried. He�d tried harder to convince her than he�d ever tried to convince anyone of anything, but it was no use.
All he�d succeeded in doing was giving her an anxiety attack once she understood the severity of what was happening. She didn�t want to leave her flat and that was the end of it.
He hadn�t told her the part about the army. He wasn�t sure he believed that himself.
Even so, she�d been on the verge of hysteria. He hated seeing her like that�his cool, calm, collected wife. She�d been an A&E nurse�the best there was. That made it even harder to see her like this.
His wife; his rock. She hadn�t left the flat in more than a year�he doubted she ever would again.
And she�s only fifty-five, he reminded himself. Younger than me.
That was the cruel part of it. Partly he blamed himself. They should never have bought that big house. There was only the two of them. But that�s all anyone had ever talked about: moving up the ladder; investing in a buy-to-let to provide income in retirement. They�d both been on good money�the bank was only too eager to give them a second mortgage to buy the flat when the mortgage on the house in Hampstead alone was sky-high. it had been manageable when they had two incomes coming in to pay the bills.
When Livvy stopped working, they�d had no choice but to sell the house and move into the flat. Clive couldn�t afford the mortgage on his own�especially now that he wasn�t able to work as much overtime�and the rent on the flat barely covered that mortgage.
He laughed sadly in the pitch darkness. He had no attachment to this place. Cycling north would have been a sound plan if things were different. He would have happily agreed to trade a few days of high risk for months of uncertainty.
He glanced over at Livvy�s sleeping form. He�d given her diazepam to help her sleep. As much as he hated giving her those drugs, she�d been so anxious he knew she wouldn�t get to sleep on her own.
Was he doing her a disservice by staying? He shook his head. He might have managed to force her into a car and feel terrible about it, but there was no way he was going to be able to force her onto the bike she had once loved. He probably should have gotten rid of them before they moved, but he hadn�t been able to bring himself to do it. They�d had some wonderful times on cycle tours. Sometimes it felt like those memories were all he had left.
He stared up at the dark ceiling, desperate for an answer. What was going to happen? They had enough food for a week or two, but they didn�t have any water. He�d never believed in buying bottled water and by the time he�d gone to the shop to get some, it was all gone. How long did they have?
Days?
Maybe it was for the best.
Maybe�
He got up and shuffled down the hall to the bathroom. He opened the cabinet and stared at the dark shapes of her pill bottles all lined up neatly on the top shelf. What light there was from the moon was useless in there because the window was tiny and distorted by the privacy glass.
He remembered their names, but he couldn�t remember anything else. His mind was blank. One of them wasn�t supposed to be taken with alcohol�but which one? Livvy didn�t drink, so it had never been important.
His eyes stung and it took him a moment or two to realise why. He hadn�t cried in years, but now it felt like he couldn�t stop. The lump in his throat was unbearable�he swallowed as rapidly as he could but he couldn�t get rid of it.
Could I do it, if it came down to it?
He shook his head. Thoughts like that had never even crossed his mind before, but now he couldn�t stop them. Was there something to be said for simply ending it before the fear and terror became too much? He had his handgun, of course, but that was unthinkable. He couldn�t�
He opened his mouth and wailed into the darkness. How had it come to this; to the point where he was thinking about turning his weapon on the woman he loved more than life itself?
He closed the cabinet and stared at his own dark form in the mirror.
No.
He clenched his jaw.
No.
He moved back to the bedroom as quietly as possible.
He pulled back the curtains and looked out. It was disorienting to see. He�d lived in London for forty years and had gotten used to the orange glow that hung over the city at all hours of the night. Now it was pitch black. Without streetlights or traffic, it was impossible to tell what time it was. It could have been ten or it could have been four in the morning. It was so dark he couldn�t even see what was going on out on the street two hundred yards away, though the moon was bright so he could see some shadowy figures moving around out there and the glint of moonlight on useless car windscreens.
He was wide awake now.
How could he sleep? Unseen people screamed and roared to the constant backdrop of shattering glass. And it was only going to get worse. Those weren�t delinquent youths out there, but normal people driven to the point of desperation by lack of food and total silence from the people who were supposed to be in charge. He had always thought of London as sprawling and chaotic, but it had been ordered in its way. Not anymore.
Eight million people.
No food.
No means of growing food.
No transport.
Calm down. You�ll find a way through this.
He looked behind him. He couldn�t see her, but he knew from her steady breathing that her mind was at peace. The drugs he hated had temporarily eased her frantic mind in a way no words ever could.
He turned back to the window. She didn�t even know the half of it. He�d coaxed her into taking a nap when the neighbours called and afterwards he had told her just enough to try and make her see that leaving was the best option. Even that little glimpse of the truth had been enough to terrify her.
The screaming and shouting intensified and seemed to move closer to them all of a sudden. He sighed and rested his forehead on the sweating glass.
He was starting to believe Annie about the army. It made sense to move people together. That way, they could at least try and control the supply of food and keep people safe from each other.
But Livvy in that situation? No, it was out of the question. He�d explain that to them if they came. She couldn�t cope in that environment. It�d be hell on earth for most people, but even worse for her.
He frowned. Something had flickered in his field of vision. He blinked and tried to focus on the dark driveway that looped around the green.
Perhaps I�m imagining things.
Who was going to target a rundown block like this? But he knew from many years of experience that thieves often targeted what was on their own doorstep, however modest, and wouldn�t that be even truer now that they had no way of getting around?
Clive froze as something moved in the lower left edge of his peripheral vision. There was someone there, almost directly beneath him which put them a few yards from the front wall of the building.
His heart hammered as he watched, trying hard to make his eyes see better in the darkness.
Then something flashed in the moonlight and the part of his brain that had absorbed all those years of training and experience leapt into action.
Moonlight on metal. Dark metal.
�Damn it,� he muttered, seconds before he heard the sound of glass shattering directly beneath him, so close he imagined he could feel the vibrations through the old building.

20. Terry

The sound of breaking glass invaded Terry�s dream, which was strange because up to that point it had been about a steakhouse in the West End he hadn�t been to in years. It took another few seconds of bleariness before the urgency got through to his sleeping mind.
This wasn�t part of the dream.
He opened his eyes�or tried to. They were gritty and sore. He�d stayed awake far too long wondering what he should do. After the fifth or sixth drink, things had started to make even less sense than before.
It wasn�t as simple as that woman had made out. How could they just leave? The council had been trying to move him for years because he was single and taking up a flat that could be used by a single mum and her kids. He wouldn�t put it past them to change the locks if they found out he�d left for a few days.
He closed his eyes and rolled onto his side. It was still dark. So what if people were smashing the place up? They�d been doing that since the power went out. Some people didn�t even need that as an excuse. He�d be alright�he was on the first floor.
More glass shattered and Terry�s eyes flew open. It sounded far too close; almost like it was within the building.
He stumbled out of bed to the window to see what was going on, but he couldn�t see anything in the darkness.
�Oh well.� He sat on his bed and rubbed his face. There was no chance he was getting back to sleep now�his heart was beating too fast.
Even if they get inside, they�ll still have to get through my front door.
He lay back down and stared at the ceiling, though he wasn�t able to rest for very long. Not two minutes later, someone started banging on his door. If he hadn�t been rattled before, he certainly was now.
He leapt off the bed and hurried to the door, hesitating halfway along the hall when it dawned on him that he was empty-handed and whoever was out there might have a knife.
�Shit.� He turned back. His pulse was pounding so hard in his temples that he couldn�t think straight. What did they want? He had nothing except for some tins of food. He wasn�t going to let anyone take them. Not after what had happened with the water and the shame that had plagued him since then.
The knocking continued.
�Terry, it�s me. Clive.�
He stumbled forward, giddy with relief. �Coming. Sorry, I thought you were a burglar. Someone�s trying to break in downstairs I think and��
�I know,� Clive said as soon as Terry had removed the chain and opened the door. �I heard. And saw. Come on. That woman is downstairs alone.�
�What? What do you want me to do about it?�
�Help me,� Clive muttered. �Now. I�ll tell you what to do.�
�But� they could have knives.�
�It�s likely. They have at least one handgun.�
Terry�s heart skipped a beat. A gun? He didn�t even know the woman. �I� what am I supposed to do? You�re the policeman.�
�Yes, I am. And I�m asking for your help. I�ll go alone if I have to, but it�ll be better if there�s two of us.�
Terry sighed. Clive seemed like a good bloke. Was he really going to let him face them alone? �Okay, fine. Let me find something to use as a weapon.�
�There�s no time for that. Come on. Stay behind me and watch your step.�
Terry�s stomach churned as they moved down the stairs. Clive had his gun, which calmed his nerves somewhat.
But it was so dark. They couldn�t see a thing. There could have been anything down there and they wouldn�t know until they walked right into it.
�What are you doing?�
�Keep your voice down,� Clive whispered. �And move as quietly as you can.�
Terry nodded. He didn�t say anything else.
They got to the bottom of the stairs. Terry struggled to hear anything over the din in his own head.
Clive tapped his arm and pushed him towards the woman�s flat. �Quickly. Get her out of there. Go upstairs to my flat. I�ll stay outside this one and keep watch. Go.�
Clive turned away. His hands were at a forty-five-degree angle to the ground, arms fully extended. Ready.
Terry took a deep breath and tiptoed to the door on the other side of the hall. He tapped on the door.
There was no response.
He started to knock again but was interrupted when the door suddenly swung open.
Terry took a step back on shaky legs. Had Clive got it wrong? Were the thieves in the other flat? He waited, frozen. He wished he�d insisted on getting a weapon even if it was just a screwdriver or penknife. He blinked into the darkness.
�What do you want?�
�Jesus,� he muttered, almost giddy with relief when he realised it was a woman�s voice. �I thought you were the men who broke in.�
�Get inside. Quick, in case they come.�
�No,� he said. �Clive sent me to get you. He�s got a gun.�
�What?�
�Get a move on,� Clive hissed from the other end of the corridor.
�Come on,� Terry said, turning to go. �He knows what he�s doing.�
She didn�t budge. �No.� To his alarm, she actually started to close the door.
�Come on! It�s not safe.�
�I�ll take my chances. I need to get out of here. I�m not leaving my bike and my bag.�
�Bring them with you then.�
�And go upstairs? What if they burn the place down?�
�Now, I said!� Clive hissed. �Get upstairs now.�
�He�s got a gun,� Terry said, his stomach churning. He�d obeyed Clive without question, but now he was wondering if that had been the wisest thing to do. �He can protect us.�
�Hang on.�
She turned away and he thought she was locking the door again, but it stayed open. A moment later, she emerged with the bicycle awkwardly tucked under an arm and a backpack on her back. �Okay, come on.�
Clive jerked his head around when they crept closer to him and let out a frustrated sigh when he saw what she was carrying. �There�s no need to bring your things. Just hurry.�
�I�m not going to risk it being stolen. I need it. I hope you have a plan in case they try and smoke us out.�
Terry�s stomach muscles clenched in alarm. �Do we?� The building was old, built before developers stopped building flats with high ceilings in favour of squeezing in as many pokey flats as possible. He was only one floor up from the ground, but it was still too high to jump without breaking an ankle.
�Get upstairs now. Go,� Clive muttered.
They were halfway up the stairs by the time Terry realised Clive wasn�t with them. He turned back to see what was happening.
�Are you deaf? Go to my flat and wait. I won�t tell you again.�
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�What the hell is he doing?� Annie whispered once she�d lugged the bike and backpack into Clive�s flat. �Can you hear anything?�
�No. I have no idea.�
She sighed. Her breathing was still laboured from carrying her things up the stairs.
Terry put his head to the door and strained to hear anything from downstairs. �He has a gun. I�m sure it�ll��
He was silenced by a deafening bang. The door jolted in its hinges. It was even louder than the ones he�d heard outside and he was in no doubt as to where it had come from. Sweat prickled under his arms and the blood rushed from his face.
�Was that a gunshot?�
There was another bang before she�d even finished speaking. And another. They echoed through the building. Then another. And another.
Terry�s heart pounded. It was dark in the narrow hallway of the flat. It had never bothered him before�it was the same in his flat�but now it felt hellish and claustrophobic.
�Clive, is that you?�
Terry nearly jumped out of his skin. It was too dark in there to see.
�Clive?� It was a woman�s voice, filled with fear and anxiety.
Terry bit his lip. Clive had talked about a wife, but Terry had never seen her. Was his mind playing tricks?
But it couldn�t have been, because Annie responded. �I�m Annie from downstairs. Clive told us to wait here.�
�Who�. What? Where�s Clive?�
�We�ve got to do something,� Annie hissed. �We can�t just wait for them to come to us.�
�What do you suggest we do?�
�What�s going on?� the woman�s voice cut in. �Where�s Clive? Why�s it so dark?�
�We have to go down there and help him. Not hide here like sitting ducks.�
�They have guns, for Christ�s sake.�
�So? They�ll have guns in five minutes� time when they come up here.�
The other woman had started wailing now�great frightful shrieks. Terry gritted his teeth. They�d hear her downstairs. What then? �We�ve got to hide.�
�No,� Annie snapped. �I�m going down there. There�s no point in hiding. They�ll find us.�
�What? You can�t. What the hell are you going to�� The door slammed against the wall and he realised she had already left.
He held his breath. He couldn�t hear a thing over the woman�s cries. �Please,� he whispered. �It�s going to be alright. Just calm down.�
He froze. He�d heard a shuffling sound outside. It was only then that he realised Annie hadn�t closed the door behind her.
He hurried forward, but it was too late. He knew that as soon as he pushed the door and it thudded against something soft.
�No. No, please.� It wasn�t just the fact that there was someone in the doorway, he was rattled by the metallic clink he�d heard when he shoved the door. He pushed as hard as he could. He didn�t have much, but he had weight. He couldn�t die a coward.

21. Clive

Clive gasped for breath. They�d been coming back into the flat when the wind was knocked out of him without warning. By the door, he now realised.
�It�s me. Clive. Get away from there.�
The pressure disappeared and Clive stumbled forward into the flat. He was alarmed when he heard his wife�s anguished sobs over the loud ringing in his ears.
�Sorry. I thought you were�� Terry grunted. �What the hell happened? I thought I heard gunshots.�
�Of course you heard gunshots,� Clive muttered moving past his neighbour and feeling his way along the narrow hallway. �What else could they be? Olivia darling, where are you? It�s me. Clive. There�s no need to be frightened. Everything�s under control.�
She collapsed into his arms. �Clive� I��
�It�s okay, Livvy. I know you�re frightened, but it�s safe now. I promise.�
For the present, at least, he thought.
He turned briefly towards the others. �Give me a moment. I need to speak to my wife. Lock the door and go wait for me in the living room.�
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�Now then,� he said, as he entered the living room and closed the door quietly behind him. He�d never seen Olivia so bad. He wasn�t feeling so great himself.
He sat down on the couch opposite them. �We have a long night ahead of us, but I think we need to have a chat first.�
�What the hell happened down there, Clive? You said those were gunshots.�
�Yes, that�s right.� He shook his head. His ears still rang from the boom in such close confinement. He�d been around live fire without earmuffs before, but it wasn�t the same. Perhaps it was the circumstances that made it seem worse. It had been drummed into him for years that you didn�t ever point your weapon at someone unless you wanted to wade into months of IPCC reviews, much less fire it. And to take a life� Three lives.
�What happened? Where are they?�
Clive grimaced. He hadn�t had a choice, but that made no difference to how he felt.
�When you were safely out of the way, I backtracked up the stairs so I was out of sight. They came flying out of the other flat and headed straight towards your place, Annie.� He cleared his throat as he recalled it. �I bloody prayed that they�d take off out the front door and run away, but they didn�t. They started working on the lock so I knew they weren�t going anywhere until they�d been through all the flats.�
�I took up position. I flattened myself against the stairs where I could still see them and chucked my shoe towards the back door to put them off guard. I had to be sure they were armed. Maybe that was foolish, but I couldn�t fire on them if they had no intention of firing at me.�
�But they did.�
�Yes, they did. Just like I suspected they would. I threw the shoe and made myself as small as possible. They shot, of course�two of them�but at the spot where my shoe had landed. I could just about make them out in the moonlight. I shot them one-by-one before they realised what was happening.�
�My god,� Annie whispered, hissing out a deep breath. �Are they dead?�
Clive nodded. He couldn�t stop thinking about how that lifeless skin had felt under his fingers, still warm but pulseless. It wasn�t the first time he�d checked a corpse for signs of life, but it was different this time. He�d killed them. �Yes.�
�You did what you had to do. They would have killed you if they could.�
�Yes, I know that,� he muttered, rubbing his eyes. �I suppose it�ll take some time for that to sink in.�
�Well, they had it coming. At least we�re all safe now,� Terry said quietly. Clive, as dazed as he was, didn�t miss the note of hopefulness in the younger man�s voice.
�Well, that�s the thing,� he said. �That�s why I need to talk to you before we move the bodies.� He sighed. He was exhausted. He�d already told Olivia they were leaving, which was part of the reason she�d been so hard to calm down. �The men downstairs are dead. But that doesn�t make it safe. I can�t guarantee someone else won�t have the same idea and try to break in�especially now that the windows are broken. People are getting desperate.�
�So what do we do?�
�I think you know, Terry. Well, you can do what you want, of course�I�m not going to force you to come with us. But my wife and I are going to leave.�
�What?�
�We have no choice. You�ve met my wife. I�m sure you can understand it wasn�t an easy decision. We were lucky tonight. Those men had crude, cheap weapons they obviously weren�t trained to use. If there had been five of them with well-maintained handguns? Well, I wouldn�t fancy my chances.�
�What are you saying?� Terry whispered. �Where are you going to go? It�s the middle of the night.�
�I know that. Annie, does your offer still stand?� His heart pounded. �Wait. Before you answer, I should explain. Olivia�my wife�suffers from severe anxiety and agoraphobia. I�d be lying if I said it won�t complicate matters.�
�I� um� yes, of course.�
He shook his head. �Think about it. I won�t be offended if you decide to go it alone.�
�I don�t need to think about it. If you hadn�t been here tonight�� her voice quivered, �I don�t know what I would have done.�
�Yes, well,� he said. �It�s over now. Terry, what do you think?�
�What, you�re going with her now? You said it was too dangerous.�
�It�s been about forty-eight hours. And three armed men broke into this block. What do you think is going to happen in the next forty-eight? We�ve got to get out. We have no choice.�
�I suppose. It�s just��
�Take your time and think about it,� Clive said. �Now, let�s go. If we sit here for much longer we might doze off. There�s a lot to do. We had better bring those bikes inside where they�re safe. And pray that no-one else decides to break in.�
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It was the longest night of his life, and he�d worked a lot of night shifts. First, they secured the bikes. Then they moved the bodies to the empty flat on the ground floor. The last thing he needed was for Olivia to see them the following morning.
As worried as he was about what they faced, he was starting to feel slightly more positive about it. Neither Terry nor Annie had complained once, even when they were carrying out tasks no normal person in their right mind could ever have imagined themselves doing.
It was gruesome work and he was thankful for the darkness. They couldn�t see the state of their clothes and hands, and he wanted to keep it that way. They needed to be in a good mental state to tackle the arduous cycle ahead.
�Right. I appreciate this wasn�t the easiest of tasks. Why don�t you both take a break and change your clothes.�
�Nah, let�s keep going and then sleep for as long as we can when everyone is ready,� Annie murmured.
He pictured her falling into bed in the clothes she was wearing and waking up to see the reality of what she�d done. Even he felt nauseous at the thought of what was causing the cold, creeping sensation on his arms. He couldn�t let that happen.
�No,� he said quickly. �I really think you two should go and freshen up.�
�I�d love to, but I think a lovely bubble bath�s out of the question. Besides, my flat�s out of bounds now; we decided that.�
Clive sighed. �I wasn�t suggesting you go alone. Terry and I will wait outside the room.�
�I don�t care how I look. Isn�t it more important that we get some sleep? You still need to show us how to use the guns we took from those men.�
He bowed his head. He was exhausted. They had moved the bodies into the bathroom in the empty flat opposite Annie�s and boarded up the smashed windows in the living room as best they could. The thought that he still had to pack and give the others a crash course in handguns was almost too much.
�Annie, trust me. You�ll want to change your clothes and clean up as best you can. Come on. You first, Annie. Then you, Terry. I�m not taking no for an answer on this.�
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�Right,� Terry said sometime later when they�d carried the other three bikes upstairs to Clive�s flat. �What now?�
Clive stifled a yawn. �If you two want to get some rest, I�ll take the first watch.�
�Are you sure? Shouldn�t we all sleep?�
�Ideally, yes. But we don�t know what�s going to happen. Someone needs to keep watch. Like I said, we were lucky earlier. I also want to ensure we leave just as soon as it�s light. I don�t know about you two, but I know if I sleep now and there�s no-one to wake me, I won�t wake up until midday. That�s too late. We need to give ourselves enough time to get out of London.�
They murmured their agreement and he heard the springs in the couches creak as they tried to make themselves comfortable. Soon, he was able to tell from their deep, regular breathing that they had both drifted off to sleep.
Clive stood up. It was even harder to fight his exhaustion now that he had nothing to do but wait. He moved to the window and looked out. Everything looked peaceful out there, but it was hard to tell. Anyone could have been lurking in the shadows. Dawn was still a long way off.
He was glad they�d brought the bikes up, but they weren�t clear yet. What if someone had been watching them? The block behind them overlooked the little yard out the back. The bike rack was relatively well hidden just under the fence, but they�d moved them into plain sight to get in the back door.
He shook his head. He was being paranoid, he suspected, but there was no way to tell for sure.
There was only one thing he knew for certain. If anything happened to those bikes they were as good as dead.

IV. THURSDAY


22. Annie

Annie gasped and sat up, staring around in the darkness. She couldn�t see anything, but she knew from the atmosphere that she was somewhere unfamiliar.
She could hear the faint squeak of shoes.
�It�s okay. You�re in my flat. Just keep it down. Let Terry sleep as long as he can.�
It all came back to her then.
Clive.
Terry.
Gunshots.
She looked around in the darkness. �Clive. I�� she shook her head and tried to swallow. Her mouth felt like sandpaper. She�d been about to say something, but now it was completely gone. She got up and moved to the window. It was still dark. �How long was I asleep?�
He waited until he was beside her to answer. �Four, maybe five hours.�
�Why didn�t you wake me? You must be exhausted.�
�I�m fine. I�m used to keeping strange hours and I�ll be okay tomorrow with very little sleep. I didn�t know about the rest of you.�
Annie frowned. �You don�t have to do that, you know. Protect us. We�ve all got to pull our weight or else we�ll get nowhere.�
He sucked in a breath. She waited for him to speak, but he didn�t. She returned her attention to the dark ground outside and waited for something to move. When nothing did, she relaxed a little, before reminding herself that she couldn�t afford to relax. Anyone could be out there, waiting.
�I�m sorry,� she whispered when he�d said nothing for several minutes. �About your flat. It can�t be easy to walk away.�
�It is what it is.�
She shook her head. �Why don�t you get some sleep? I�m wide awake now. I�ll wake you if anything happens.�
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By the time it was starting to get light, Annie had spent hours kicking herself for not getting the hell out of there that first morning. Whatever benefit she gained from having company and better equipment was surely outweighed by the increased risk now that people were getting desperate.
Stop it. At least you�re better prepared and you don�t have to go alone.
She swallowed, but nothing could stop the tears from welling up in her eyes.
We�ll manage. Somehow. She couldn�t see how or even why. What was the point? The last three months were a waste now�she�d have been better off staying at the farm with Dan if she�d known.
She shook her head. She knew there was no point in giving herself a hard time, but she couldn�t stop. She moved to the couches, where the two men were panned out asleep.
She bent and shook Clive�s shoulder. When he stirred, she moved to Terry.
�Wake up. It�s getting bright. Clive, should I wake your wife?�
He�d been slow to wake, but his eyes shot open when he heard her question. �No, no. I�ll wake her. You two get everything ready and make sure there�s nothing we need that we�ve forgotten.�
�Okay,� she said, looking around. Now that they were awake, she was itching to get on the road and get as far as they could in daylight. Today was the most critical day of all: they had to get as far away from London as possible. �Let�s try and be out in the next ten minutes.�
�Ten minutes,� Terry snapped. �It�s alright for you. This is my home. You expect me to just leave like it means nothing?�
Annie shook her head. She was exhausted and hungry. �You need to sort that chip on your shoulder. No-one is making you come. There�s only so much daylight in winter. We need to use it as best we can.�
�Yeah we do,� he said, his face twisting into a scowl. �But you have to understand not everyone has it as easy as you.�
�Easy as me?� Rage surged through her. �What the hell do you know?�
He shrugged. �I know what I see. You waltz in here and piss away more on that flat than a long-term tenant could afford. But people like you don�t care about that. You don�t care about the neighbourhood becoming a ghost town. And now when the shit hits the fan you just leave and think it�s as easy for everyone to do the same.�
�You don�t know a thing about me! All I�m trying to do is get us safely out of London.�
�And all I�m saying,� he said slowly, like she was an idiot, �is that it�s easier for you. Don�t you see that? We�re not all blessed with tons of money and no ties.�
�Tons of money? What the fuck are you talking about? Look around you. Do you really think I�d be staying here if I had tons of money? It was the cheapest place on the website and the owner offered me a good rate for a three-month stay. What part of that makes you think I�m loaded?�
�How much were you paying? I bet it�s still a hell of a lot more than I could afford.�
She clenched her fists�she couldn�t understand the rage swirling inside her. She�d never struggled so hard to control her temper before.
�Does it matter? If you couldn�t afford it, why didn�t you do something about it instead of wallowing in self-pity? You look around at everyone else and moan about how easy they have it. Well, they don�t. Grow up. You�re not going to get very far on a bike with that attitude.�
He rolled his eyes. �Not everyone has the luxury of being able to swan down to London and earn a fortune before skipping back to their farmhouse in the country. And you have the cheek to think you�re better than me. Well I�m not having it.�
�Shut up. Just shut up!�
�Why? You have no right to act like this is hard for you. You�re alright. You have your farm. And by the sounds of it you go on cycles like this all the time. So stop acting the victim.�
�You think I wanted to be two hundred miles away from my husband, stuck in this shitty block with a narrow-minded prick like you? I haven�t seen Dan in weeks. Every penny I earned was supposed to go towards IVF, except now it�s not. How can it? There�s no power to run an A&E ward, never mind a fertility clinic. You think I�ve lost nothing because I haven�t lived here for years? I�m two hundred miles away from home and the world is going to hell. And I�ll never be able to have a baby now, it�s nowhere near��
Strong hands pulled her back, though she was barely aware of it.
�No, Clive. Let me.�
Annie blinked back unstoppable tears as an older woman she�d never seen before pulled her tight and cooed into her ear.
�It�s okay, love. Let it out. Let it all out.�
Her breath was ragged as her anger and hurt cleared and she realised what she�d said. She pushed away from the woman and looked around, blinking to clear her vision. She shook her head, not knowing what to say. What had made her say all that to complete strangers?
�I didn�t realise,� Terry said sullenly.
She turned away. The flat felt stifling. She couldn�t stand to be in there anymore. �We should go.�
Clive cleared his throat. �Olivia, this is Annie and Terry, the people I told you about. They�re coming with us.�
Annie smiled awkwardly at the woman. She had her own problems. �Sorry. I suppose I lost it a bit just now.�
�Let�s just go,� Clive said. �And you two need to remember you�re on the same team. There are enough people out there who want to hurt us.�
Annie nodded, though the thought sucked away what little hope remained. How the hell were they going to get themselves all the way to York?

23. Pete

Pete woke up with a pain in his jaw from grinding his teeth. He wasn�t sure how long he�d even been asleep�he�d gone to bed exhausted, but hadn�t been able to sleep for thinking about Harry.
Outside, a car horn blasted and he knew straight away that it wasn�t the first time and that was what had woken him up.
He jumped out of bed and hurried to the window. His heart sank. Zane had pulled up on the footpath right outside in an old Jaguar. There was no point in hiding�he was looking right up at him.
�Come on,� Zane roared, hammering the horn again. �Don�t make me tell you twice.�
Pete scrambled into the clothes he�d been wearing the day before and threw on the first pair of trainers he found under the bed. He couldn�t believe Zane was outside his house making a scene. He was usually beyond careful, not even texting any of them directly when he had instructions. Josh's words came back to him and he couldn�t help but agree with his brother�if Harry and his crew were getting cocky it was because Pete had given them reason to be.
He hurried out the door and jumped into the passenger seat, praying none of the neighbours had seen. His mother wouldn�t appreciate having one of Harry�s men pull up right outside her house, especially after what had happened the day before.
Zane squinted at him and made no move to start the engine. �Where�s your brother?�
�My brother? I don�t know, in bed? Why?�
�Why�d you think? It�s him Harry wants.�
�He doesn�t have anything to do with you lot.�
Zane scowled. �Get him.� He started the engine and began to rev it impatiently, which sent Pete�s already erratic heart rate skyrocketing. It was a big old thing and it would have been noticeable even if traffic had been normal. Now the sound was startling in the silence. He fumbled the door open and hurried back to the house.
�Josh,� he yelled as he ran up the stairs. �Josh, wake up!�
His brother�s bedroom door opened and Josh stood there, fully dressed and looking like he�d been ready for some time. His face was a mixture of fear and anger.
Pete stopped and squirmed, caught between wanting to explain and wanting to get Zane away from there as fast as possible.
�Come on. Zane is here for us.�
�What have you done, Pete?�
�I know,� Pete muttered, resisting the very strong urge to physically drag his brother out of the house. �I know. I was stupid. But we have to go.�
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�Where are we going?�
They�d been driving for several minutes. Pete had assumed they were going to the gym, but they�d passed it a few minutes ago. He looked back at his brother, but Josh was staring out the window as if it was the most fascinating view he�d ever seen.
�None of your business.� Zane looked in the rearview mirror. �Oi, you. Genius.� He whistled. �Don�t get any ideas. Just because you gave Harry the idea doesn�t make you anything special. It�s the rest of us who�ve actually made this happen. Got it?�
�Loud and clear.�
Pete could hear the sarcasm in his brother�s voice, but Zane didn�t notice.
They pulled off the road into a row of warehouses. Pete had never seen it before. He�d tried to keep track of where they were going, but he was lost now. Zane had gone down narrow streets and lanes and at times it seemed like he was doubling back on himself, but it was hard to know. The streets all looked the same in some of those estates.
He parked in front of a warehouse with roller doors all along the front wall. A rusting sign on the wall said �Mahon Logistics�.
�Come on, let�s go.�
They got out and walked around the corner past piles of used wooden pallets. It was some kind of a trucking depot. There were other cars parked around the place, all old. Pete looked at Josh and saw he was looking at the cars too. Harry had obviously listened to what Josh said. Pete counted four of them. From a Ford Escort that had seen better days to the mint-looking Jaguar Zane was driving.
He shook his head. What have I gotten us into?
Zane led them through a door in the side of the building. Harry was sitting on the far side of the vast warehouse on a pile of cement bags. He wasn�t alone. There were fifteen or twenty men and boys crowded around him. They sat on broken plastic garden chairs and wooden pallets. A few were stretched out on the dusty concrete floor.
�You decided to join us,� Harry said coldly.
�These two sleeping beauties wouldn�t get out of bed.�
Mo turned around and smirked at them. Pete looked away. Of course he was loving this. This wasn�t what Pete had been expecting. Why were they being picked on when they were the ones who�d told Harry what was really happening?
�Come on,� Harry barked. �We don�t have time for this. Listen up.� He looked around. �Is this it?�
One of the men at the front who Pete had seen around the gym nodded.
Harry stood. �Right then. I�ll make this quick. Me and some of the boys have been working our arses off all night while the rest of you sat around wondering what to do about your Playstation not working.�
�And we�ve done well. But this thing is big. Real big. You�ll have noticed there�s no coppers out there. That�s because they�re struggling to get a handle on this thing. Not like you and me. We�ve got it. We have four cars already. And that�s just the start.� He clapped his hands together. �You�ve all been loyal over the years and that�s about to pay off for you. There�s just a bit of heavy lifting that needs to be done first.�
�How?� someone piped up. �All the shops are shut and the power�s still off.�
�I know that,� Harry snapped. �But we�re at an advantage here. We know what�s happened, thanks to Josh there.�
Twenty heads turned to look in their direction and Pete felt very exposed. Some of them were lads he�d gone to school with. Others were older hard men he�d seen around but never spoken to.
�We�re going to take over.�
There was a murmur of confusion.
�Shut up,� Zane snapped.
�It�s okay, Zane. It took me a while to understand it too. And it doesn�t matter. I�m not paying you lot to think. Do exactly what I say and we�ll all win. Now.� He looked around the room. �The way we�ll get ahead is to have something no-one else has, including the police. So your focus is on getting as many working cars as possible. I want each and every one of you out there, rounding up your friends. It doesn�t matter how thick or useless they are as long as they�re loyal. I want as many hands as possible working on this. You�re to go and find me cars that work. You hear? Garages. Vintage showrooms. Wherever you can think of. Spread out. Zane here will coordinate you.�
They all stared at him, baffled.
�What are you waiting for? Go!� Harry looked around. �Wait. Not you, Mo. Or the Freeman boys. You stay here. I have another job for you.�
Pete�s stomach was churning now. He had the feeling that something incredibly bad was about to happen; that by running to Harry he hadn�t just fucked things up for his own family, but for far more people than that.
�The cars are only the start of it,� Harry murmured when there was only the four of them left. His voice echoed through the empty, high-ceilinged building. �You lot will get working on something equally important.�
�What�s that?� It was Josh who asked.
�Ah, eager I see. Good.� Harry smiled. �We�ll need a way of communicating, won�t we?�
Josh frowned. �Communicating? Every exposed circuit has been fried. That includes mobile networks. Nothing�s going to work anymore.�
�I know that. You already told me that. That�s why you�re going to build something for me.�
�Me? But I know nothing about electronics. I studied chemistry.�
Harry shrugged. �So? You told me you read up on this magnetic pulse business.�
�I did. That doesn�t make me an electronics expert.�
�I never said you had to be an expert. I need a way for my boys to talk to each other.�
�But that�s impossible. How am I supposed to��
�I don�t know. Not my area of expertise.�
�It�s not mine either.�
Harry's eyes narrowed. �I think you misunderstood. This isn�t up for debate. I need a network and you�re going to make sure I get one. Understand? Now, I�m not unreasonable. You can have a car to get around. And if there�s anything you need, well.� He held up his hands. �Just let me know. My boys can get anything I ask for. We need your knowledge.�
�But I�� Josh shook his head. �I don�t even know where to start. I�ve never built a radio.�
Harry smiled, revealing a mouthful of mercury fillings. �There�s a first time for everything. You�re the best I�ve got, so I hope you won�t let me down. I don�t care if you make it yourself or find someone else to do it. Just do it.� He turned to Pete. �And just so you don�t get any funny ideas, Mo here will keep an eye on you for me, won�t you Mo?�
�Yes boss,� Mo said with a nod.
�Well then. You�d best get started. You can take a corner of the workshop out the back. Just tell Mo if you need anything.� He leaned closer. He only came up to Pete�s shoulder, but you�d never think it from the way he carried himself. �If I hear you�re not working your arse off, I�ll pay your mother a visit. You hear me?�
�Yes. Loud and clear.�
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Mo started laughing suddenly as they made their way across the yard. �He means business!�
Pete glared at him. As far as he knew before, they�d always been equals. So why did it now seem like Mo had been put in charge of them? �He does. We�re the ones who told him about this.�
�I hope you�re happy,� Josh muttered.
�I knew you were up to something the other day,� Mo said as he pulled a key out of his pocket. �You should�ve just told me. Did you think I was going to try and take credit for it?�
Pete shrugged. �Wouldn�t be the first time you pulled something like that.�
�It didn�t work though, did it? All you�ve done is piss Zane off by going over his head to the boss man.�
�It�s good for everyone.�
�Is it? How come Zane came for me yesterday? Didn�t see you around.�
Pete shook his head. �I was busy at home. Couldn�t come out.�
�Yeah, right,� Mo laughed. �As if Zane would care about that.� He opened the driver�s door of the old Ford Escort. �Right. Where are we going?�
Josh shrugged.
�You�d better think of something. He�s relying on you. Pete, tell him.�
Pete had to admit Mo was right. They couldn�t just ignore Harry's orders. �Come on, Josh. Think. You must have some idea.�
Josh shook his head. �You have no idea what he�s asking, do you? How am I supposed to build a network from scratch? Even walkie-talkies�� He considered this for a moment before shaking his head. �Everything�s fried. No matter what you think of, it�s fried.�
�Well then you have to find someone who knows this stuff.�
�No,� Josh snapped. �I�m not dragging anyone else into this.�
�I don�t know then. Are there books you can read? There must be something. If you start small��
Josh's eyes lit up. �I suppose there�s the uni library.�
Mo started the car.
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�Where�d you even get this thing?� Pete asked when they�d been on the road for some time. �It�s ancient.�
Mo smirked, keeping his eyes on the road the whole time. �You should have been there yesterday. Zane turns up to my house telling me I had to go. What else was I going to do? You know I might have told him to stop and get you, only I�d seen you run off the day before so why would I have bothered?�
Pete knew there was no way Mo would have mentioned his name if he could keep all the glory for himself. He said nothing.
�Anyway, it was crazy. We drove along the motorway. It�s weird out there�cars all over the place. It was me who pointed out that any cars that still work aren�t gonna just have been left there. Then a minute later, Zane had the idea to look in the phone book for vintage car dealers. We found one in Brokenside. I got a lovely old Merc to start with.� His expression soured. �Then the bloody thing broke down and I had to walk back. Bloody knackered after that. What a crook selling a piece of crap like that.�
�What, you bought it from him?�
Mo snorted and shot him a scornful look. �No. Of course not. Come on, Pete.�
�I imagine that�s going to happen a lot,� Josh said, staring out the window. �With old cars. They�re not reliable.�
Mo raised his eyebrows. �You�re telling me. You�re not the one who had to walk miles in the cold. Anyway, that won�t be a problem. As soon as Zane heard what happened he had an idea. We went and got a mechanic. Job done. Now we�ve got someone to fix the motors if any of them break down.� He glanced in the mirror. �I bet that�s why he wants you to work on radios�so we can get in touch with each other if anything happens or if we break down.�
Pete shuddered. �What do you mean you got a mechanic?�
�What do you think?� Mo snapped. �We found a guy in the phone book and made him come with us.�
�What did you think was going to happen, Pete?� Josh said, shaking his head. �We were all going to live happily ever after?�
Pete stared straight ahead, unable to believe what he was hearing. What had he expected? He didn�t know. Praise? A clap on the back? He swallowed, feeling bile rise in his throat. He was starting to regret all of this.
He looked up and found Mo watching him. �What? Why don�t you focus on driving?�
�You need to watch it, Freeman. You were always too soft, no matter how much you pretended.�
He scowled. �Fuck off, Mo. You think you�re so��
�Will you listen?� The urgency in his voice made Pete shut up. �You can�t be half involved in this. Harry won�t stand for it. Zane�s already out for your blood as it is for going above his head. You need to be careful. You know what they do to people who upset them.�
Pete turned and stared out the window. His jaw was starting to cramp because he�d been clenching it so hard. What gave Mo the right to lecture him like this? They�d been in the same class at school. Pete was a few months older. Now it sounded like Mo wasn�t just more involved, but he�d actually been talking to Harry or Zane about Pete. When did that happen?
But underneath his anger, Mo�s words swirled around and around in his mind.
You know what Harry does to people who upset him.
He didn�t, but he�d heard the rumours. And he wasn�t prepared to find out if there was any truth in them.

24. Clive

Clive was glad to get on the road. The sun was still weak and low in the sky. It was early. He didn�t know about the others but he was exhausted, having stayed awake for most of the night keeping watch.
That in itself wouldn�t have been so bad. After years in the Met, his body was used to switching from early shifts one week to lates the next. Staying up for a night wouldn�t have fazed him if it hadn�t been for the build up of exhaustion and worry over the past few days.
The wind rushed through his hair as he tried to find a balance between speed and going at a pace he could maintain over a long distance. They hadn�t bothered with helmets. His ears still rang from the deafening blast of the gunshots in such a confined space. That wasn�t even the half of it. He�d never shot anyone before, much less killed three people in a matter of seconds.
Three people.
It didn�t matter that they�d have killed him in an instant�they would have, if their aim had been better or if his had been worse.
Working in the dark to clear the place hadn�t just been a kindness to Terry and Annie. Clive himself hadn�t been able to face seeing the men�s lifeless eyes and knowing he was responsible.
Was that cowardly? He didn�t know.
He gritted his teeth as he dodged stationary cars and buses and tried to keep up with the others while going slow enough to stop Olivia from falling behind.
Olivia.
He�d been terribly worried about her, and still was. But he was also proud. Her instincts had kicked in when Annie broke down and her intervention had calmed the girl. He certainly wouldn�t have been able to calm her down the way Olivia had. He frowned. If he hadn�t come back into the room when he did, he didn�t know what would have happened. He wondered if they even understood the seriousness of what they faced.
They came to a clear section of road and Clive slowed to ride alongside his wife. She seemed to be holding up well, but he knew it was a mistake to jump to conclusions. Hers was an unpredictable illness. He knew that better than anyone.
�How are you feeling, darling?�
He had long since given up trying to read her thoughts from the look in her eyes. There were too many variables, like her medication for one.
She didn�t reply, she just stared back at him vacantly. He probably shouldn�t have given her that second pill so soon after the first, but he�d seen no other choice. And anyway, hadn�t her old self peeped out earlier despite the drugs?
Nevertheless, he hated the thought of giving her things that messed with her mind, no matter how essential.
�You were good.� He lowered his voice. �With Annie.�
The edges of her mouth turned down. �Poor love. It�s not easy. For women who can�t��
�I know.� They had struggled themselves. The pain had dulled in recent years, but it still lingered in the background. �It gets better, doesn�t it?�
She nodded absently. �I suppose. Yes.�
They cycled on in silence for a few moments. Had it really come to this? He barely knew how to talk to her anymore. No matter what he said, he always ended up feeling like it was the wrong thing.
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After around two hours�they had no way of knowing, though Clive had been trying to track the sun�s progress through the sky�they were all exhausted. Even from the beginning, their pace hadn�t been close to what it needed to be to get the seventy miles a day Annie seemed to think they could manage. The weight on his shoulders was already bearing down on him and this was day one�they had days to go. A week, perhaps.
His bike was a road bike. Good quality, but it lacked a basket and he had nothing to secure his bag to the rear carrier. Back when they used to cycle regularly they�d had panniers, but he had no idea where those had gotten to. Stolen, maybe. More likely, he�d taken them off back at the Hampstead house and simply forgotten them when they were moving, given everything else that was going on back then.
Well, he�d just have to put up with it. He had no other choice. And it was his own fault for not being fitter�he�d really let himself go in the last couple of years. At least they had the bikes. They were far from being alone on the road. A steady trickle of people moved along the footpaths; the vast majority going in the same direction as they were. Others had decided to get out of the city too. He didn�t like that. They were obviously faster on bikes, but they weren�t moving at a pace where they could confidently outrun a motivated thief. And people were getting desperate�he could see it in the envious way they looked at the little procession of bikes weaving in and out between stranded cars.
Thank God we have weapons.
He�d thought about giving his police-issue Glock to Annie or Terry, but decided against it. He�d be better able to handle one of the guns they�d taken from the raiders, but there was a good chance Annie or Terry wouldn�t hit their target if the pressure was on and they were required to shoot. That was natural. He could still remember the heart-pounding adrenaline rush when he�d first fired live ammunition. No amount of coaching could prepare you for the roar of gunfire and the smell of burning metal.
So he�d kept his gun for himself and doled out the illegal Eastern European weapons to the other two, warning them again and again to pay heed to his instructions and only draw their weapons if their lives were in danger. He was also mindful that their brains would probably go blank if they did get in a situation where they had to draw their weapons. That was the risk they�d have to take.
He glanced up and every ounce of warmth left his body when he saw what was ahead. He�d grown used to cycling with his eyes tilted down towards the road so he could see any immediate obstacles while he listened out for any indication of threats further along.
Now he wished he hadn�t looked up.
�Oh dear lord, no.�
He realised his mistake soon enough. The others had obviously been paying as little attention to what was in the distance as he had been. Brakes squealed all around him. He heard his own horror reflected in the others� reactions.
He turned instinctively to Olivia, who had stopped and was staring ahead as if she was frozen to the spot.
Clive could understand why. He looked back again. It defied all logic.
�What? What is��
He shook his head. He was still struggling to make sense of it himself. The journey from their flat had been hell on earth as they passed looted buildings and burning cars. But this was something else. In the first split second, he�d just assumed it was yet another smouldering building�albeit on a grander scale than what they�d seen before.
But it wasn�t. For one thing, the structure had been completely destroyed, unlike other buildings they�d passed. This wasn�t arson. On the wreckage�in the wreckage�he could make out the ruined fuselage of a plane, though it was hard to make out precisely where it ended and the building began. Both were wrecked. Clive couldn�t even make out what sort of plane it was, and that was usually something he could tell on sight having always been interested in that sort of thing.
He shook his head. It had just smashed into the tower block and cut through it like thousands of tons of concrete meant nothing. Like it was made of paper.
He looked at Annie and his eyes must have telegraphed his shock and resignation, because she nodded and sighed.
�EMP. It has to be. And this can�t be the only one.�
He thought of Heathrow and how busy it was, with dozens of planes circling around at all times waiting to land. �What time did you say the power cut out?� He said a silent prayer that it was during the quiet hours after midnight, even though he half-recalled her saying she was still up when it happened.
�About ten.�
His heart sank. All those flights. All of those people.
�Jesus,� Terry muttered, shaking his head.
Hundreds of them. Thousands.
�Come on,� Clive said gently. �Dwelling on it won�t do us any good. There�s nothing we can do.�
But he couldn�t look away. His eyes had landed on the logo that was just visible and he couldn�t stop thinking of the many times he�d flown with them. They weren�t some fly-by-night operation�they were the national carrier for heaven�s sake. It was appalling.
Olivia was still staring at the scene in front of them with a look on her face that filled him with dread.
�Hey, Olivia, do you want a breakfast bar?� He�d been so deep in thought that he hadn�t noticed Annie circle back around to join his wife.
Olivia barely seemed to have heard her.
�It�s fine,� Clive said. �We have some food.�
�Maybe we should move; look for a way through the backstreets. Better than�� she gestured ahead.
�It might not be safe. I don�t know this area.�
She shrugged. �Me neither. But�� she jerked her head towards Olivia. There was no need for such subtlety, though, because his wife gave no sign of having even heard them. �We can move fast.�
�Fast or not,� he said, looking around, �it�s still unknown. At least here we�re out in the open.�
He pointed to the side streets to their right. They were so narrow that you�d need to be almost directly in front of them to see more than a few yards down. He had no way of knowing in advance if they were straight roads or if they meandered around and spat them out further back down the street they�d just ridden along. Anyone could be hanging around back there waiting for unsuspecting targets to wander into their territory.
�No,� he said again, even though no-one had questioned him. �It�s too risky. We�ve got to continue this way. It�s safer. Try not to look.�
�It�s pretty hard to look at anything else,� Terry muttered.
Clive nodded. He was right. And they were still half a mile away. It would get worse�a hell of a lot worse.
�We�ve got to get to them,� Olivia said, taking off with surprising speed towards the distant wreckage.
At first he was glad she wasn�t letting the sight get to her. It was only when she was already two hundred yards away that he realised. She wanted to go in there. Some part of her training had kicked in and propelled her to help. His heart sank. He couldn�t let her face that. Besides, it was too late to do anything.
�No, darling, stop. Wait!�

25. Terry

Terry was barely paying attention to the others. It had taken all his energy to just keep pedalling and the shocking sight of the plane wreck had knocked the last bit of fight out of him.
�Terry!�
He looked up absently, annoyed at the tone of Annie�s voice. �What?�
Annie pointed. Clive was speeding off after Olivia who was some way ahead of him. He winced as he caught sight of the wreckage again.
�I don�t need reminding, thanks.�
�I�m not talking about that. Olivia thinks she�s going to help. Come on. We need to get away. It�s not good to just stand around and look at something like that. Not now.�
He shrugged. �Says who? Maybe I want to look at it. Someone has to.�
She turned away and a moment later she was taking off down the road after the older couple.
�Where are you going?� he called.
�Home.�
�Fine.� Terry stood where he was, staring at the mess of what had once been home to hundreds of people. It had been a big anonymous block just like thousands of others like it across the city. They probably had no warning at all of what was going to happen. He shivered. It could have been him in there if the council had had its way and moved him. And it seemed like he was the only one who cared.
When the others were the size of ants in the distance, Terry started to worry.
What was he going to do, exactly? He�d been following Clive without really thinking about what they were doing. What if he couldn�t catch them? He couldn�t go back home, not when he�d be alone in the block. He wasn�t sure he knew the way back there. He recognised that building�what was left of it�but everything else was unfamiliar.
�Stop,� he shouted hoarsely. �Wait.�
They were too far away to hear him.
He glanced behind him. There wasn�t a familiar face in the steady trickle of people moving walking towards him. Most had their attention focused on the ruined block in the distance. He knew none of them. None of them knew him. Of the handful of people he knew in London, how many of them would he be able to find now? He�d be all alone.
As that possibility gripped him, Terry started cycling as hard as he could. He tried not to look at the wreckage.
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It was only luck that made Terry look to his right as he cycled through a junction. He saw Clive�s red jacket far away in the distance. It annoyed him to no end. Was he that disposable that they�d happily left him behind? Not to mention the fact that they were now further away than ever despite his best efforts to catch them.
He�d been going as fast as he could. It felt like every bump in the road was a blow to his spine. And he was going to have to do this again tomorrow? Forget it.
The knowledge that there was no alternative kept him moving forward, even though the gap between him and the others didn�t feel like it was closing at all. If anything, it seemed to increase.
�Stop!� he shouted, knowing it was pointless. They were too far away to hear him.
What if they changed their minds and decided to take the back streets? From this distance back, he�d never be able to track them. The thought of being all alone made his blood run cold.
There was a big bunch of lads hanging around on one side of the street. Terry tried not to look at them as he pedalled towards them. There wasn�t an obvious hill on the street�it was only noticeable when you were trying to pedal fast. He changed gears and groaned as he put in maximum effort to get a few more yards.
By now, sweat was pumping from his forehead and he felt faint. How long had it been? The bag on his back weighed a ton.
�Give us your bike, grandad.�
At first it was background noise. Then he realised they were talking to him.
�Me?� He snapped his head around. �I�m forty-five.�
Now that he looked at them properly, he understood why they�d said that. They couldn�t have been more than sixteen. They were rough looking kids�and not just because the power was out. He knew the kind�they were always hanging around the shop intimidating customers and giving the staff a hard time. They were just like the boys he�d met the day before�full of bravado and aggression.
�So?�
He ignored them and tried to focus on pedalling as fast as he could. His hands were pumping sweat and his heart was racing. He gritted his teeth. They were keeping pace with him despite him working harder than he�d ever worked.
�What�s in the bag?�
He stared straight ahead. He was no closer to the others despite all his efforts. Now sweat was dripping in his eyes and making them sting. His knees ached.
�I said what�s in the bag?�
He wondered if it�d be faster to just get off and push the bike.
Maybe I should just give it to the little bastards.
No. He wasn�t about to give them everything he had, no matter how much it was weighing him down. Where did it end? When would he stop looking like an easy target to these little brats?
�Nothing.�
�Looks heavy.�
The ridiculous thing was the whole gang was keeping pace with him on the footpath. He had nowhere to go, not unless the road miraculously started to slope downhill�which he could see wasn�t going to happen anytime soon. The only other way he could breeze out of there was if he got a sudden burst of strength. And that wasn�t going to happen either. Not when he was close to passing out from the effort.
�Well it�s not, alright? I�m just old and fat.� He said it wearily and he regretted it as soon as the words were out of his mouth. He�d intended to make his bag sound uninviting. All he�d done was make himself even more vulnerable in their eyes.
He could see it in their faces.
None of them spoke, but something must have passed between them because they were leaving the footpath and moving into the road.
No.
He pedalled harder, fearing he was going to faint at any moment. There were lots of people around, but they were all dead-eyed and weary. Those kids could tear him limb from limb and no-one would bat an eyelid. They had their own shit to deal with.
Terry�s heart accelerated to the point where it wasn�t beating anymore, it was fluttering. The feelings of shame and terror he�d felt the day before came rushing back to him and his mind went blank.
A fresh burst of adrenaline shot through his body.
The gun.
Everything changed in that moment.
He wasn�t afraid anymore.
He was in charge.
He pulled the brakes and eased himself onto the ground, thankful for the first time since he set eyes on it that the bike was a woman�s model with a lower bar. His legs were shaking. He turned around and grimaced. The first two boys were only a few feet away from him. The boys at the back started to fan out and surround him.
Terry�s hands began to shake as he looked at their faces. Their eyes were filled with such anger and hostility.
No, he told himself. There�s nothing to be afraid of. Not when you�re armed.
One of the boys reached into his pocket and Terry�s eyes widened as he realised his mistake. He�d assumed they weren�t armed because they hadn�t come at him waving knives around.
He pulled the gun from his pocket and waved it around. �Get away from me,� he snapped, spinning around. They were surrounding him and he was exhausted as it was. He was going to fall over if he kept trying to watch them all.
Whatever flashed across their young faces, it wasn�t fear.
�I said get back!� Terry screamed. �Or I�ll pick you off one by one.�
The look of scepticism in the leader�s face was what pushed him over the edge. He took aim at the kid�s chest, seething with rage at them and at his neighbours. They could have waited for him�would that have been too much to ask for?
He stared at his hands in a daze. The gun kicked up like it was lighter than air. He hadn�t expected his grip to loosen quite so much. It was only a light thing, but it almost toppled him off balance as he stood there stunned and deafened by the blast. He hadn�t consciously pulled the trigger, he�d just been so�
He opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. He stumbled forwards.
�What the fuck have you done!� someone roared.

26. Clive

Clive froze. There was no split second�s delay while his brain worked out what he had just heard. He knew that sound. He also knew it had come from far enough away that it wasn�t an immediate threat, but close enough to potentially be a source of alarm.
He looked around him, first accounting for everyone in his group. Between watching for danger and keeping an eye on Olivia, there�d been no spare capacity in his mind to worry about anyone else. He groaned when he only counted two instead of three.
He knew what he�d see even before he turned to look behind him.
�Terry.�
Annie had stopped her bike and was staring, horrorstruck, at the scene behind them. Clive shook his head. It was hardly surprising. Terry was alone, though it appeared a gang of youths was fleeing from him. Except for one crumpled figure at Terry�s feet.
�No,� Annie hissed in a strangled voice. �No��
�Annie!� There was no time to stand around and come to terms with it.
When she didn�t respond, he moved over to her and shook her shoulder. �Annie. Listen to me.� She finally looked up at him. �Stay with Olivia. Keep her safe. I�m going down there.�
Only a few seconds had passed since the gunshot rang through the startlingly quiet air, but it felt like far longer than that. Clive jumped back on his bike and powered back down the road, looking all around him for other threats. He didn�t like what he saw. The buildings that lined the street were rundown and dilapidated. They rose high above the street, giving a would-be attacker countless hiding places to strike from.
His mind raced to make sense of what had happened. That Terry had shot one of the boys was obvious. Why hadn�t they retaliated?
�They had knives,� Terry mumbled when Clive reached him a few seconds later and jumped off his bike.
Regardless of the danger, he had no choice but to act. After all, wasn�t he the one who�d put that weapon in Terry�s hand?
�Give me the gun. Now.� Clive held out his hand as he fell to his knees beside the prone figure on the ground.
�Why? I was defending myself.�
Clive didn�t reply for a minute. He was too focused on feeling for a pulse. He held his breath. It soon became clear that there wasn�t one. He shook his head.
He stood up and brushed the dust off the knees of his trousers. �Give me the gun. Now.�
Terry�s face crumpled. He made no move to hand the weapon over. Clive stared into his eyes. They needed to get the hell out of there, but he couldn�t allow Terry to remain armed after what had happened.
�Gun. Now.� He started to reach for his own weapon.
Terry�s face crumpled. �What was I supposed to do, eh? You lot left me. And they had knives. They showed me. I could�ve been killed. Now you want to punish me?�
Despite the urgency, Clive took a deep breath and exhaled slowly and deliberately. There were so many things he wanted to say. If he�d come on the scene as a police officer, he�d have cuffed Terry on the spot and interrogated him until he broke. But these were exceptional circumstances�hadn�t his own actions the night before proved that?
�We have to move, son. I�m not blaming you, but I also can�t have you running around with a loaded weapon if you�re in shock.�
�I�m not in shock.�
Clive almost laughed. �You�re white as a sheet and you�re shaking so hard you�re almost a blur. Now give me the gun and let�s get back on the road. I�ll give it back to you later.�
Finally, with obvious reluctance in his eyes, Terry handed over the weapon, barrel first.
�Never point a gun at anyone,� he hissed through gritted teeth. �That�s rule number one.�
�Sorry,� Terry whispered.
Clive bit his tongue. On the surface Terry seemed like a grown man sulking like a child after being scolded, but he knew better than to jump to that conclusion.
�Get back on your bike. Now. We need to move.�
Clive picked up his own bike and waited. Terry was obviously in a state of shock, but they didn�t have time to properly deal with that now. He was worried about those boys running back to their fathers or older brothers. They couldn�t stick around.
�Shouldn�t we�� Terry pointed at the boy on the ground. �Shouldn�t we get your wife to see if there�s anything she can do?�
�She�s a nurse,� Clive said, shaking his head. �Not an undertaker. Now, come on. Please. I know it�s hard, but we need to get out of here right now.� He glanced over his shoulder at the abandoned buildings behind them, hoping it wasn�t already too late.

27. Annie

Come on, Annie told herself. Move.
It was a challenge. Her nerves were shot after everything that had happened in the past two days. Her legs felt like lead; the muscles above her knees screamed in protest every time there was the slightest incline in the road, which happened a lot. She had never noticed that before. There was no relief in the downhills because they were too gradual and there were too many obstacles to avoid.
Annie sighed. And now their morale was worse than it had ever been. Terry hadn�t said a word since he caught back up with them and Annie was still numb with shock at the sight of that body at his feet. She didn�t know why it was more shocking to her than the fact that Clive had killed three men the night before. Maybe it was because those men had shot at Clive or because they hadn�t actually seen the bodies.
She grimaced. Whatever she was feeling, she had no doubt that it was ten times worse for Terry. He was already starting to fall behind again. She squeezed her brakes�carefully, because it was obvious they hadn�t been tuned up in a very long time.
�What do you want?�
She shrugged, trying to overcome her dread. They hadn�t stuck around to talk about what happened, nor had any of them wanted to. What were four people on bikes going to do against a community out for blood?
�I would have done the same thing,� she said. She�d been thinking about little else ever since that gunshot rang out behind her.
�You don�t have to say things like that to make me feel better.�
�I�m not.� She sighed. �Maybe I am. Look, it�s true. I may not like you after some of the things you�ve said, but I can see it�s getting to you. And we�re all in this together. I just want you to know anyone else would have done the same in your shoes.�
He snorted. �Of course it�s getting to me.� He turned to her. His eyes were red and raw. �I killed someone.� He laughed humourlessly. �And I don�t even remember doing it.�
What would I have done?
Annie looked up the street. Clive and Olivia were about fifty yards ahead of them, and the gap was gradually increasing as she matched Terry�s slower pace. They were nowhere near where they needed to be, even at a conservative estimate. They weren�t even close to the outskirts of London. At this rate, it might be a week before they got to the farm, not a few days like she�d originally thought. And that was assuming they didn�t get even more fatigued or meet any more delays.
�They surrounded me.�
�I know.�
�I wouldn�t� I didn�t� It just went off.�
She sighed. The last thing she wanted to do was stop, but he didn�t seem in any fit state to continue cycling. �Let�s find a safe place to stop and eat lunch.�
Terry shrugged.
�You need to eat. You�ve had a shock.� All she could think about was Dan and the farm, but she made herself catch up with Clive. �Let�s stop for a bit, eh? There�s a green up there.�
�Yes, I�m hungry,� Olivia said quietly.
They reached the park and wheeled their bikes in with them. They sat in a tight circle on the grass, avoiding each others� eyes.
Annie looked around at the others. Three strangers she�d never spoken to before all this happened. Now she felt like she needed them more than she�d ever needed anyone.
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They ate quickly and without talking. Baked beans and breakfast bars were hardly gourmet, but they were fuel. With any luck, it would help them cycle faster and for longer. That was all that mattered now.
One by one they finished eating and stood up. Still, no-one said anything. It was like there was nothing left to say.
Far from feeling rejuvenated from their brief rest, it felt even harder to go on than ever. Annie looked around, dismayed to see her own hopelessness reflected in the others� faces.
With a colossal effort, she pushed past them. She couldn�t deal with her own emotions let alone anyone else�s.
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Some time later, the urban sprawl finally gave way to greenery. It was a golf course, but that didn�t matter. It was a break from the constant threat of someone jumping out from an alleyway and surprising them.
�We could camp there,� Terry said sounding hopeful. The effort was taking more out of him than all the rest of them�that much was obvious.
�Too exposed. We need to get further away.� She looked around dubiously. The sky was so grey that she was struggling to get a sense of the time. They had set out with the mission of getting seventy miles, but now that seemed unlikely. How many hours of daylight did they have left?
Terry shrugged.
Annie sighed and looked away. Traffic had thinned considerably compared to the street outside their block, but there were still cars on the road. She looked around. Where had the people from those cars gone? Had they walked back to London? They hadn�t met anyone coming in the opposite direction.
She started looking at the cars as they passed them. What had happened to the occupants? It was cold out.
Then it struck her.
Some of the cars had steamed up windows.
Still.
Three days later.
Was it possible there were still people alive in there? But why? Why hadn�t they gotten out of there before?
Annie wavered.
She�d passed four or five cars with fogged windows since she noticed it. Shouldn�t she at least check to see if�
�Annie? What is it?�
She wobbled on the bike. What was the point? Did she have to make herself responsible for everyone between here and York? There was no way she could do that. It felt wrong to just cycle on by, but what choice did she have?
�Annie?�
She blinked hard. Her palms were sweating. She shook her head. What was the sense in telling him and making him feel as crap and helpless as she did? Because what did it matter what she found in that car when she knew in her heart that she was going to cycle away regardless. There was no sense in finding out. They couldn�t stop. Not when they were already behind.
Home. That was her goal. Home and Dan. She had to get there. Everything would be easier if they could just get to the farmhouse. She looked at the others.
�Nothing. Just thinking, that�s all.�
Clive fell back and rode alongside her. �You sure?�
She forced a smile. �Yes.�
He�d been through enough. They all had.
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Hours had passed. Well, it seemed like that. She�d lost all sense of time now. Exhaustion was setting in. And cold. She hadn�t expected to get cold when they were cycling. But they were all too tired to push harder and the road had been slightly inclined for quite a while.
All that would have been fine�she would have kept pushing.
But the light was fading.
She wished it was summer, when there�d be more hours of daylight to keep going. The prospect of going by bicycle light was not one they could even consider: those lights were nowhere near bright enough to guide them. It wasn�t just the road they needed to see. There could be anything out there, even now that they�d reached the motorway. It wasn�t any safer�it just presented a different set of challenges. Nighttime brought out the worst in people. They�d only be safe when they reached the farm.
Maybe.
She shivered. That was definitely something she didn�t even want to consider. The prospect of the farmhouse at the end of all this was the only thing keeping her going.
Clive gave a short sharp whistle and the others circled around him. �There�s not much light left. We ought to find a place to stop.�
It was exactly what Annie had been thinking, but she couldn�t help but be annoyed. They had so far to go. �Can�t we just keep going for another while?�
Maybe they still needed to get into the rhythm. On long cycle trips in the past, she�d averaged seventy miles in a day with less effort than she had expended that day. Maybe when they�d eaten some of their supplies�
But that didn�t make sense. They�d blown through most of the water they were carrying, so they should already have felt the benefit of lighter packs.
�Don�t worry. We�ll get there. We have food. And weapons.�
Annie shook her head. �Will we? We�re miles behind where I thought we�d be. And I�m worried about water. All this cycling�we�ve been going through it far faster than I�d hoped but we�ve got to stay hydrated.�
�We need to find a river,� Terry said.
�Yes, I have purification tablets we can use. But I haven�t seen a river, have you?� She stopped when she saw the consternation on their faces. What was the point in saying this now? They were low enough as it was. �We�ll worry about that tomorrow. We have enough water for tonight. That�s all we can think about now.�
Clive cleared his throat. �We�re near Ramsworth. Now, I don�t know the area well, but I know there are warehouses and other industrial buildings on the edge of the town. I think that�s a better bet than trying to camp outdoors. We�re not remote enough to avoid civilisation, but an industrial area may be safer.�
Annie wanted to object that they were still far too close to London, but she stopped herself. She was ready to fall over from exhaustion. �Okay.�
It felt like defeat even though she knew in her heart it was the right thing to do.
They pushed on. Darkness was falling fast and it was already gloomy by the time they reached the next exit. It was hard not to feel at least slightly worried when none of them knew the town at all, except for bypassing it on the motorway. Annie couldn�t even remember ever passing it.
It helped that it was quiet. And it was reassuring that there weren�t plumes of smoke rising from the tops of buildings, as they had seen more than they would have liked on their journey so far that day.
The fading light meant they couldn�t be picky. They pulled into the second industrial estate from the off-ramp. The first one was gated. It wasn�t a huge obstacle, but it was one they could do without�they needed to be able to get out fast if they had to.
Annie held her breath as they slowed down and surveyed the low-slung units around them. They stayed close to each other, with Terry in front, the older couple in the middle and Annie at the back, glancing over her shoulder to make sure they were alone.
The first place that looked promising turned out to be a paint shop. None of them wanted to take the risk of lingering toxic fumes. They cycled on and passed a packaging manufacturer and another business that had something to do with computers. There was nothing objectionable about either, but they kept moving. Something wasn�t right. It was only when they turned the corner and got deeper into the estate that they found what they were looking for.
The other places had been small and attached together, with numerous windows and doors. This was different. It was a large dome-roofed warehouse, the first in a row of five that were completely out of sight of the main road. That wasn�t even the most attractive thing. There was a huge roller door that took up most of the front of the warehouse space and a squat office attached to the side with its own door. That was it. No windows. Plus it seemed like it hadn�t been used in a very long time.
�Let�s check around it,� Terry muttered.
The gate was chained, but when they got closer they saw there was no padlock. Annie unfurled the length of chain, feeling very self-conscious about the noise even though all the buildings looked deserted. Darkness was falling far too quickly and she didn�t dare think about what they�d do if this place wasn�t suitable.
When the chain was removed, Terry pushed the gate open and hurried around the side of the building.
�If this place doesn�t work, I�m sure there�s somewhere else in the estate,� she murmured, more to convince herself than the others.
Terry emerged around the other side a few moments later. He wasn�t exactly smiling, but there was something like relief on his face.
�No doors or windows apart from the ones in front. No-one around.� He turned back and strode to the office door. When he looked back, his smile was gone. �It�s locked. Can any of you see anything lying around that I can use to smash it in? It doesn�t look very strong.�
�Don�t,� Annie muttered. �We need to sleep in there, remember? If the door�s busted we�re not going to get much rest.�
�We won�t get much rest anyway,� Clive said wearily.
He stepped forward and took Terry�s place at the door. He fished something from the pocket of his trousers�she didn�t see what�and fiddled with the door. A few seconds later, he was pushing it open.
�Come on. Before someone sees us. Bring the bikes.�
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�This is good,� Annie said, after they had completed a circuit of the place. �This is very good.�
There was nothing in the warehouse part except for a stack of abandoned pallets and a thick layer of dust on the bare concrete floor. But that wasn�t the part that interested her.
The roller door was locked and it wouldn�t budge even when two of them used all their strength to try and shift it from the outside. It felt about as safe as they could hope for. Best of all, they hadn�t seen a soul since they came off the motorway.
The office was small and boxy. There was an outer part with a door into the back where there was a tiny kitchen and bathroom. It was empty too, aside from some empty folders and bits and pieces of office rubbish that had been forgotten when the last tenant shifted out of there.
They sat around in a circle and looked at each other, too exhausted to say anything.
�We�d best eat before it gets too dark to do anything.�
She was surprised by how hungry she was even though it felt like no time at all had passed since they stopped at the park.
They rummaged in their bags and pulled out enough food to fill the four of them. It had seemed that they had more than enough when they were leaving, but now with the journey looking like it was going to take twice as long as she expected�
She said nothing. Maybe they could ration later, but not now. Not after everything that had happened.
They had to find food. They�d passed several supermarket trucks, but hadn�t stopped at one. There had been no point. They�d all been gutted, with rubbish and empty boxes blowing around outside.
Maybe it�ll be different further outside London.
It would have to be. Otherwise they might starve before they got as far as the Midlands, let alone York.

V. FRIDAY


28. Terry

The night was uneventful. They discussed taking turns to keep watch, but they were all so exhausted they passed out soon after wrapping themselves in whatever sleeping bags they had and some dust sheets they�d found in the back of the office.
Not before piling the bikes up in the office, and arranging themselves around the two doors safe in the knowledge that no-one was going to cut through brick walls to get to them. They had fallen asleep before they decided who was to take the first watch.
Luckily, nothing had happened. Terry wasn�t sure if he would have woken even if the building had been firebombed. He shuddered. The idea of that happening wasn�t so crazy anymore. Nothing was crazy anymore.
Killer.
He couldn�t believe it. He wished it was a nightmare but no, it was real. He couldn�t get the boy�s face out of his mind. His body ached from sleeping on the floor. It was carpeted, but with the thin carpet tiles they used in offices. They might as well have been sleeping on the concrete underneath for all the comfort it provided.
It was also damp and cold. Judging by the sound of sniffling, he wasn�t the only one coming down with a cold. That was the last thing they needed.
Killer.
It kept coming back to him and each time it did he felt the same gut-wrenching shame.
He buried his head in his hands. He�d been so angry at them and the other boys who�d taken his water.
He had a knife.
He blinked. Clive had a knife right now too; he was using it to cut the top off a packet of crackers. That didn�t mean Terry should kill him.
Is that what they were all thinking? Clive had taken his gun away. Annie had tried to calm him but he�d seen the look in her eyes.
�Terry. Are you alright?�
He blinked. They were all looking at him now. �Me?�
�Yes,� Olivia said. �You haven�t said a word all morning.�
�No-one has.� He coughed. They�d gotten up and rolled up their sleeping bags as if there was nothing strange about it. He couldn�t remember any of them doing more than grunting.
�You�re sweating. And it�s freezing in here,� Annie said. He was surprised to see concern in her face too.
�What do you care?� he snapped. �To you, I�m just a killer.�
She shook her head. �No. You�re not. I�m exhausted. We all are. I can�t get my head around any of this. But I probably would have done the same thing as you.�
Clive nodded. �I took your gun because you were in a state of shock. I�ve been trained to cope with what I had to do and it still doesn�t sit easily with me. You can have it back now if you feel up to it.�
�Yeah, but you�� He stopped. It was torture to even think about it and he wasn�t going to sit there and put himself on trial. Olivia took his hand and squeezed it.
No-one else spoke. They were all too tired to even change the subject.
Once Clive had all the tins open, they tucked into stale crackers and cold beans.
It didn�t feel like a victory that nothing had happened during the night. They�d just gotten lucky. Something bad was going to happen; maybe sooner rather than later.
Terry sighed as he finished the last of his beans and crackers. He couldn�t do this. He couldn�t go on.
�Maybe we could hide out here for a bit,� he said. �Until things calm down. What�s another day anyway?�
Annie�s head snapped around. �What?�
�We�re all exhausted. Cycling and carrying these backpacks is harder than I realised.�
�It is, but we�re in some random warehouse. We have no idea what�s around us or whether the army�s mobilised in this area too.�
�How do you know they haven�t already gone to your farmhouse?�
She recoiled as if she�d been slapped. �I don�t,� she said. �But I think it�s fair to assume they haven�t. It�s remote. Whereas here� well, we don�t know how close the town is. We don�t know anything about the place.�
Clive shook his head. �As tempting as it is right now, we have to go out there at some point. People are only going to get more desperate. I think it�s best if we keep our heads down and focus on getting north as quickly as we can. We�ve just got to plough on.�
Terry chewed on his bottom lip. When they were just talking about it, it had seemed almost doable. Cycle two hundred miles. People ran that over a few days�not Terry, but people did.
Could he stay behind if the others all wanted to go on? He had food, but not much. How long was that going to last him? And he had no water except for the soda water Annie had shared with him. All he wanted was to be left alone, but the idea of it terrified him.
Killer.
�It�s not safe,� Annie said. �We got lucky last night. Who�s to say there wasn�t trouble and we didn�t hear it because we were all so knackered.�
Terry sighed. She was right. He knew it. He was sore from the crappy bike and his shoulders ached from the weight that had dragged on them all day. And it wasn�t just another day of that they were looking at. It was several. They were barely even out of London.
He wanted to scream. He didn�t know these people; he hadn�t chosen them. And now he was stuck with them, these strangers who knew what he�d done.
A voice screamed in his head that it was his own fault for not having anyone else. Why hadn�t he made more of an effort to find a girlfriend? Or even just chat to the old blokes in the pub?
Annie stood up. �We need to go.�
�How can you all be so relaxed? It�s two hundred miles!�
�More like one-seventy now.� Annie�s expression was serious. �We don�t have a choice.�
�We don�t,� Clive agreed. �And no-one�s relaxed about this. No-one.� He looked away as if that was the end of it, but then he turned back to Terry. �I told you about Olivia�s agoraphobia. Do you think she has it easy?�
Terry winced. He didn�t like talking about the woman like that when she was right there.
But Clive wasn�t finished. �Do you hear me? You need to think about this. Don�t you tell me you have it hard when Livvy�s living through her worst nightmare.�
�But�� Terry sighed. �She seems fine. You all seem fine.�
�Diazepam,� Olivia said lightly, and it all made sense to him then�her vacant look, her strange calmness at times and erratic behaviour at others. She wasn�t fine; she wasn�t fine at all.
�Oh.�
�Yes, oh. Now, come on. We�re better off sticking together and it�ll get easier as you get used to the bike. I know you�re dwelling on what happened yesterday, but try not to. It�ll get easier.� His face fell. �There�s something else I need to tell you both.�
�What?�
Clive shook his head. �The diazepam. I only have enough pills for six days. If it takes us any longer�which seems likely� We need to find a pharmacy.�
Olivia looked haunted. �He�s right.�
�We need medicine anyway,� Annie said quietly. �If any of us had been stabbed��
Clive cleared his throat. �Well then. We�d best leave. We need to get as far north as we can and also find water and medicine. We have a long day ahead.�
Terry stared at his feet. All he wanted to do was curl into a ball and forget this nightmare. He couldn�t get that boy�s face out of his mind and the smell of hot metal still clung to him like a permanent reminder that would never go away.
He couldn�t think straight. What would he do if they left?
He needed them. He hated to admit it, but it was true.
�I�m coming.�
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�Okay, let�s keep an eye out for a supermarket truck. We didn�t stop yesterday because the ones we passed had already been looted, but we�re not in a position to be fussy now. We need whatever food we can find.�
Terry shrugged. He was struggling to cycle in a straight line.
�And keep watching the signs above the exits. If we can�t find what we need on the motorway, we might have to get off and find a town.� Clive sighed. �But only if one of us has been there before, understand? I�m not leaving anything to chance.�
Terry gritted his teeth. It took every ounce of effort he had to stop his eyes from tearing up. Would this ever end?
He noticed a bright orange truck up ahead and he could tell from the way the others sat up straight on their bikes that they�d noticed too.
Their optimism soon vanished when they got closer and realised the siding had been torn clean off.
�Who did this?� he muttered. �There�s no-one around.�
No-one answered. Once they reached the truck, they all stopped and got off their bikes.
The truck bed was a mess. Pallets and boxes had been thrown around, with some of them tossed around the road.
�I�ll get up and take a look,� Annie said quietly. �You lot watch the bikes.� She hoisted herself up and disappeared over to the far side of the truckbed, but she wasn�t out of sight for long.
�Jesus,� she said, shaking her head. �It�s been cleaned out. The only thing left is packaging. There are empty oven cleaner boxes in there. All gone.�
She got down and they moved off again, even more disheartened than they�d been before.
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�That stuff is toxic,� Annie said, after they�d passed the next motorway exit leading to places none of them had ever heard of, much less been to.
�What?�
�Oven cleaner. Why would anyone take it? It�s useless now.� She frowned. �Maybe someone took it with the intention of using it as a weapon. A spray of that in the eyes��
Terry winced. He was uncomfortable enough as it was without thinking about something like that. Far from getting used to the bike, it was getting worse. At times he thought he was going to pass out from the discomfort.
�Look,� Annie hissed. �Up ahead. Is that a refrigerated truck? See the unit at the back of the cab?�
�Looks like it,� Clive said, speeding up towards it. They all followed.
�There aren�t any markings on the side.�
Terry shook his head. �It could be anything. They could be carrying medical specimens. Food companies usually plaster their names and colours on every available space.�
�Only one way to find out.�
Terry glanced warily at the cab. �What about the driver? I don�t fancy��
Clive stood up on the pedals of his bike and peered in the passenger window. �No-one in there.�
For some reason, that made it even worse. �No,� Terry said, turning away. �We shouldn�t open it. If the driver didn�t even touch his cargo, why would you think it�s something we want?�
He could see the hesitation grow on their faces as they thought about it.
Then Clive got off his bike. �We can�t be choosy. Move away. I�ll see what�s inside.�
Clive disappeared around the back of the little white truck. There could be anything in there. Terry wished he�d volunteered. He felt numb; like nothing else could ever shock him.
�Got it,� Clive muttered.
No-one moved.
Terry closed his eyes.
�My goodness,� Clive said, reappearing around the side of the truck. �You�ll want to see this.�
Annie moved to the back of the truck and disappeared. A moment later, her head appeared around the side. She was smiling. He�d never seen her smile. �Cheese! Yogurt! Milk! I�ve heard of this company. They go to all the markets. Oh, there�s juice too! This is perfect! If we take as many of these juices as we can carry we�ll be able to last without water for a while longer.�
Terry hurried forward. His eye widened when he climbed into the back of the truck. All this food just laid out for them. It was good stuff too: he could tell. Even so, he couldn�t smell cheese or yogurt. The metallic smell of the gun discharging was still so strong he could taste it on his tongue. He jumped back down out of the truck, wishing there was some way he could forget.

29. Pete

�What do you mean you�ve got nothing? How did those blokes in World War Two do it?�
Josh shook his head. �They built the technology over time. We�re having to start from scratch.�
�I don�t want anything fancy,� Harry said, waving his hand dismissively. �I just want something that works. It can be as ugly as sin and the size of a phone box if it has to be. Well, so long as it fits into a car.�
�You�re asking me to come up with hundreds of years� worth of technological advancements in a day,� Josh muttered.
�No I�m not. It�s already been invented, hasn�t it? You just need to figure out how to get it working again.�
Pete exchanged glances with Mo. He felt sorry for his brother. He�d been there all day the previous day and into the night as Josh tried to make sense of the university textbooks they�d taken from the library.
�I will,� Josh sighed, rubbing his forehead. �I just need time, is all.�
�Anyone could do it with enough time, brainiac,� Harry said, getting right into Josh's face. �Just remember this. You have one job. Don�t screw it up or there�ll be consequences.�
�I�m trying my best!�
�Your best? Your best? This isn�t primary school. You don�t get points for participation. The police probably have experts on this as we speak. We need to get as many steps ahead of them as we can.� He held up his hand to silence Josh, who looked like he was about to object again. �Find someone else to do the work if you need to. I don�t care. But it�s on your head if you don�t.�
�No. I can�t.�
�Your choice.�
Josh sighed. �Even if I wanted to do that, how would I find someone to��
�Put an ad in the paper. What do you think?�
The door burst open and Harry clicked his tongue as Kenan entered. �What is it now? Don�t tell me you lot aren�t able to follow instructions?�
�It�s not that.�
�What is it then? I don�t have time for this.�
�I need to talk to you about something.� He looked warily at Pete and the others. �In private.�
�Outside,� Harry snapped. �Now.�
Pete stared straight ahead, not trusting himself to speak. He and Mo had been friends since they were five, but given what had been happening lately he didn�t know who he could trust.
The door opened and Harry came back in. None of them paid him much attention at first, until he stood over them, glowering.
�Everything alright?� Pete asked when it became clear that no-one else was going to say anything.
�No, it�s not. Do you know what Kenan just told me?�
Pete watched Harry's face with a growing sense of dread. Harry was raging about something Kenan had said, but they�d only been outside for a minute or two. He shook his head. �I don�t know.�
�The bloody army�s rolling in, aren�t they? You.� He jabbed a slender finger at Josh. �You said they were immobilised.�
Josh looked as stunned as Pete felt. It took him a few moments to get his voice back. �Not exactly, but I sure they are. Look��
�No, you look. Do you think you can make a fool of me? Feed me a fairytale and get away with it?�
Josh shook his head dumbly. �I didn�t. I told you everything I know.�
�Well you left out this part!� Harry was still standing over them, menacing despite his slight build.
�Wait,� Josh said, holding up his hand. �Wait. What did he say exactly?�
�What does it matter? It�s the army, son. This ruins everything. We can�t move ahead now.�
Pete filled with hope for a moment. Maybe there was a way out for them. If the army was rolling in, then Harry would have no choice but to abandon this stupid crazy plan of his�the plan Pete had set in motion.
�Just listen,� Josh said, standing up and turning to face Harry. For one horrible moment, Pete thought his brother was going to grab Harry by the shoulders and shake him until he listened. Thankfully, he didn�t. �Please. Did Kenan tell you what kind of vehicles they were driving? Or any other details? We can go now, the four of us.� He shook his head. �Just because he saw soldiers doesn�t mean what I told you isn�t true.�
�Oh yeah, I�m sure you�d love to go running to the army.�
Josh shook his head. �No, not at all. You know where I live. You told me so.�
Pete shuddered. Of course. There could be no running away from Harry, not when their mother was still in that house.
�Mo,� Harry muttered. �Go after Kenan. Tell him to come back here.� He moved to the door, grumbling to himself. �Come on.�
Pete looked at Josh. �Where?� He was coming to realise that anything was possible with Harry. Where exactly did he want them to go? There was nothing around except for the cavernous warehouse across the yard where they had met with the whole crew the day before. That was it. There were a few sheds on the other side, but Pete hadn�t seen anyone enter or exit those since they�d been assigned to the little workshop.
�Relax, will you? I just want to get some air. We�ll wait for them outside.�
They moved slowly, because Pete didn�t really trust Harry's promises. He looked around. There was no sign of Mo or Kenan.
�Cars,� Harry said. �Look at the advantage they give us. If Kenan had been walking we�d still be able to see him. Now look.� He coughed and spat on the ground, causing Josh to cringe and look away. �Of course, our advantage is only good if Kenan was wrong about the army. And why would he make it up? I�m not sure he�s capable of dreaming up something like that.�
Pete turned away and looked around. He could hear car engines in the distance, distinctive because they were the only ones. It had to be Mo and Kenan. �I haven�t heard anything. If the army drove in in tanks or whatever we would have heard them, wouldn�t we?�
Harry ignored him. He was frowning up at the sky.
Two cars came screaming down the driveway. Pete recognised the second as the Ford Escort they�d been driving around in. Sure enough, they both pulled up together and Kenan jumped out of the other car. He looked accusingly from Pete to Josh.
Harry still didn�t turn around. He didn�t react even when Mo and Kenan came bounding over.
What the fuck? Pete thought, alarmed. He didn�t know why, but he felt more unsettled than ever.
And then he realised why. With the car engines off, it should have been quiet again. Except it wasn�t. A strange hum turned into a tearing roar. Their heads snapped up just in time to see three black jets zip across the patch of blue sky above them before disappearing behind the clouds.
�What the fuck is that?� Mo gasped.
�I imagine it�s the army,� Harry snapped, eyes blazing.
Josh shook his head. �No,� he said wildly. �It can�t be. That�s not possible.�
�I�ll say. According to you, no planes or cars work anymore. But I didn�t just imagine those planes up there, did I?� Harry spat on the ground again. �You can go back to work, Kenan. No point in asking you now, is there? As for you,� he turned to Josh, leaving the statement unfinished but the intention very much clear.
�Wait! Wait!� Josh marched across the yard, staring up at the sky and shielding his eyes from the sun. There was no point, of course, because the planes were long gone. �All I saw was specks of black in the sky. Who says they were British? It could be the US Airforce. Or the Australians. We don�t know. In fact, I�d say it�s likely. Our jets will never fly again; you have to believe me.�
Harry looked like he didn�t believe a word of it.
Pete�s heart slammed against his chest. This was it, he knew. This was the moment Harry finally lost his temper with Josh. It had been a long time coming. �Kenan,� he said desperately. �We wanted to ask you about the army. What did you see?�
Kenan looked at Pete and then at Harry as if the question was so obvious it should never have been asked. �I told Harry already. The army. I saw them.�
Give me strength, Pete thought. Do you always have to sound so thick? He took a breath to calm himself�there was no point in losing his temper. It�d only make the situation worse for them. �Yeah, I know that. But what did you see? How many soldiers? What were they doing? What were they carrying? Were they in vans or trucks?�
Kenan looked around helplessly. �I don�t know. I drove away as soon as I saw them. I didn�t stick around to count them, did I?�
�You must have seen something, Kenan. Think. What were you doing when you first noticed them?�
�Driving.�
Pete might have laughed if it wasn�t so serious. �Okay. And what were they doing?�
Kenan shrugged. �I don�t know.�
�Where was this?�
Beside them, Harry grew more and more impatient. They didn�t have long before he exploded. He was armed and unpredictable.
�Come on, Kenan,� he said desperately. �Think.�
�At the racetrack.�
�Who was with you?�
�It was just me. Zane sent a few of us looking for tyres.�
�Did they see you?�
�No. I don�t think so. They were busy.�
�Doing what?�
He shrugged. �Carrying stuff. Boxes. That sort of thing. Setting up a big tent.�
�Was it noisy?�
Kenan shook his head. �I don�t think so. I might have had the radio on.�
Josh gritted his teeth. �The radios aren�t working.�
Kenan shrugged.
�Give me the keys.� When Mo handed them over, Pete marched over to the car and climbed inside. He turned the key. The others had followed him over. He racked the front seat back and pushed himself back against it so that they could see in. Then he made a big show of turning on the radio, turning the volume up high and then twisting the knob to cycle through the different frequencies. �See?� he said, when he�d gone all the way through and not found a single station. He climbed out of the car and slammed the door.
�I�ll go check it out, boss,� Mo said quietly.
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�I don�t know what we expected,� Josh muttered. �I told him it was all just theoretical. Maybe he�ll realise I don�t have a clue about this stuff and let us go.�
Harry had left them alone and they were poring over their stolen books. Mo had popped back in to tell them he�d checked out the racetrack and seen no army vehicles. He�d parked up on the overpass and watched them for a while. They were moving people into a big tent.
They�d been relieved at first, until Mo said Harry was still pissed off that things weren�t going to plan.
Pete nodded, unable to work up the energy to say anything. If Harry didn�t trust Josh that didn�t mean he was going to let him just walk away. There was no walking away from Harry.
Kenan popped his head in the door. �Mo,� he said. �Harry wants to see you.�
�Come on,� Mo said without looking up.
Kenan turned back. �He just wants you. Not them.�
�Did he say that?�
Kenan shook his head. �No, he said get Mo.�
�He told me to keep an eye on these two. So they�re coming.�
Resentment bubbled up in Pete. Mo had given Harry no more reason to trust him than Pete had, so why was he the supervisor all of a sudden? �We can stay,� he said coldly. �You go ahead. There�s no need to babysit us.�
Mo�s eyes had none of their earlier warmth. �You�re joking, right? I�m not going to go against an order from Harry. Let�s go.�
They trouped out into the yard. Josh grumbled all the way. He�d made a breakthrough and he resented being disturbed when he�d made his first bit of progress in more than a day. Pete shook his head. How naive could he be? This was about more than the radios.
They found Harry and Zane alone in the vast warehouse where they�d met the previous day.
�What are those two doing here?� Zane demanded, springing to his feet.
Harry remained seated on a pile of cement bags. He smiled and ran his tongue over his front teeth. �They come as a package. Mo is keeping an eye on them for me.� He turned his attention to Mo. �You�re doing well, son. Too well to be cooped up here. Zane needs you.�
Mo looked at him.
�Don�t worry, son. Like I just told you. You�re doing well. Unlike others. The mechanic�s not cooperating. We don�t know what to do about him. That�s why I�m sending you two to tear his place apart. Find something on him. Something we can use.�
Mo nodded. �Will do, boss.�
Pete watched helplessly as the two men marched out of the building. He couldn�t help but feel resentful. He�d done nothing to deserve this treatment. He�d been the one to tell Harry about the power outage. If anything, he should be the one going off with Zane. He shook his head. He didn�t want to think that way, but he couldn�t help it.
He looked up to find Harry watching him intently with a knowing smile on his face.
�Kenan,� he roared, leaning back on the cement bags. �Get back in here.�
Kenan came hurrying back from outside, cheeks flushed.
�Keep an eye on these two, will you?�

30. Si

Si hadn�t slept for three days. No, it was longer than that. She dug her fingernails into her tangled hair to scratch her head. There was only a toilet and tiny handbasin covered in engine grease in the garage, not that there was any water in either.
She opened the fridge, forgetting to hold her breath as she did. It was starting to stink now, even though there was nothing left except for a few energy bars and a quarter-full carton of now-stale milk.
She had assumed they�d be back by now. She hadn�t planned for this. She shut the fridge and the smell of stale milk was replaced by the overpowering stench of petrol. She�d always loved that smell, but now it was starting to wear on her�not to mention making her feel dizzy. She hadn�t thought about that when she�d come up with her plan. Where were they? And what would she do if they smelled the petrol before�
She closed her eyes. If she wasn�t careful she�d pass out from the fumes.
After they took Max, she�d stayed on the ground, curled up into a ball in the mud long after the roar of the V12 engine had died away. Her fear had slowly ebbed away in that time until she felt nothing but hungry and cold.
She�d gone back inside and rubbed her hair dry on a filthy rag. All night she�d wondered what they wanted with Max and when they�d bring him back. She hadn�t wanted to leave in case he came back.
So she�d waited. In the garage at first, before thinking better of it and waiting in an old wreck in the scrapyard. It was freezing, but at least they couldn�t sneak up on her there. And it wasn�t like she had anywhere else to go.
She�d spent the whole next morning in that car until her fingers were so cold to the bone that she couldn�t stand it anymore.
And she�d realised something. Max wasn�t coming back.
So she�d set to work. She�d fought her exhaustion and kept working all afternoon and evening before returning to the yard and falling into a restless sleep where she dreamt of chains and shackles.
Max wasn�t coming back, but those men would�she was sure of it. Max was right. There was value in that old yard. She�d decided then that she�d be waiting for them when they did.
She closed the fridge and wiped tears from her cheeks. She could have done something that day if she�d known what was happening. But she hadn�t understood at the time. It had all happened so quickly and she�d never seen those men before.
Now she�d had plenty of time to think about it. The Jaguar. There was no point in trying to find the owner when the men had admitted it wasn�t theirs. How would she find them anyway? The internet was down. So was her phone.
She frowned. No. She had to wait for them to come back into her territory. That was the only way this could work.
She sighed as she looked around the garage floor and checked off the tasks on the mental list she�d been compiling for days now. Was everything ready? She couldn�t tell anymore�she�d been obsessing about it too much.
This place would never be the same in her eyes. It had been her sanctuary for so long, but now she felt nothing for it.
She left the garage and carefully closed the door. There was no need to go back in there now. It wasn�t safe; not with all that fuel.
They�d come. And she was ready for them now. That big old Jaguar� Max had said it himself. It was a real car, not some glorified computer like the other cars and vans in the parking area outside. None of them worked. But then, the oldest of them was from the late nineties.
Her heart skipped a beat when she thought of the Renault. It was old�she didn�t know the exact year, but it was an eighties model. She hadn�t given it much thought since they took Max�she�d been too busy.
Her plan had seemed foolproof. Now, she couldn�t stop picking holes in it. What if they smelled the petrol and came looking for her? What was she going to do? There was four of them. She couldn�t hide out in the yard forever. They�d find her. She had planned to take off in the Jaguar, but what if things went wrong?
She started to run, slopping through the puddles in the yard. If she could get the old Renault working like Max had done the other day, then she�d have a backup option if the worst happened and they came after her before she could trap them.
Her stomach rumbled and it made her move faster. They had to come soon. If they didn�t, she might not have the strength left to do what she needed to do. Or worse, she might just wither away in the yard she now called home.
Si gritted her teeth. No. They�ll come. And I�ll be ready.
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Si had just lifted the bonnet of the old Renault when she heard something that set her teeth on edge. She froze. For all the pep talks she�d given herself, she hadn�t been prepared for the fear that struck her now. She could only imagine what they�d do to her if they caught her.
But there was no time to think like that. There it was. That unmistakable growl of a V12 engine�something she hadn�t heard since� It had to be them. Who else could it be?
She tried to remember that horrible evening in more detail to understand how much time she had. How loud had it been as they left? How long had it taken for the roar to fade into nothingness?
Get ready, she thought. Move. She swallowed. Was it normal to be scared? She�d never done anything like this before�she�d never even thought about doing something like this.
She hurried back towards the garage. She had to be ready when they came. Everything depended on that.
Her palms were slick now, and it wasn�t from running. Her mind raced as she moved. She wasn�t a violent person. Angry, maybe. Anti-social, definitely. But violent? Capable of killing someone�multiple someones?
Don�t think about it.
It wouldn�t stop. Round and round those thoughts went, swirling through her head. Could she do it? Did she want to? There wouldn�t be time to undo what she�d done. She�d try and make them think there was a way out, but there wasn�t. How could there be? The place was old and full of fuel. It would go up like a firework. She had kept the petrol to the walls to give them more time, but there wouldn�t be much. Only enough for them to tell her where Max was. And then�
She shivered violently.
Don�t think about it. They started it.
Max needed her help. He deserved it after everything he�d done for her. Now wasn�t the time for her to get squeamish. Not not. There�d be time for that later when she�d found him.
They deserve it.
She slowed down now she�d almost reached the garage. She crept up to the fence and realised she was looking out from the same place she�d hidden the day they�d taken Max. She couldn�t stay there. She needed to move anyway. She had to be in position when they arrived and they were getting closer. The roar of the engine was getting louder.
They were coming for the garage and the parts. Or they�d found out about her.
She felt sick to her stomach as she told herself it didn�t matter. They�d find more than they bargained for, regardless of why they were coming.
She ran for the back door. She checked it quickly before climbing up the drainpipe to the roof. She�d never been good at gymnastics, but this was different. This wasn�t like messing around on the monkey bars in the park. Her life�and Max�s�depended on her pushing herself to the limit.
She walked tentatively along the corrugated iron roof. She wasn�t sure how stable it was and the last thing she needed was to fall through it and send sheets of metal crashing down onto the petrol-soaked concrete below and causing a spark.
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She was fully reliant on her ears now. The roof of the main workshop was pitched, but the part that covered the office at the back was flat, so she was standing on a small natural terrace that gave her a good view over the scrapyard and the side of the building. But in order to be able to see down, she�d have to risk making herself visible. She wasn�t prepared to do that.
She looked around. Everything was ready to go and she was confident she couldn�t be seen from the ground.
She slid the grimy window open, second-guessing herself again. Was it better to leave it closed and kick it through when they were inside? No, this way was better.
I�ve tested all of this. Calm down.
But she couldn�t. Her heart was racing, making it difficult for her to hear anything.
Then she froze. She thought she�d heard something crunch a few seconds earlier, but had told herself it was just leaves blowing in the wind.
There it was again. It sounded like voices. But it couldn�t be. She could still hear the car engine.
Unless�
Unless there were two cars and the first had been quieter. She hadn�t thought of that.
Si tried to get control of her breathing. It couldn�t be. She must have imagined it. There couldn�t be a second car. It would ruin everything.
�Come on,� someone hissed below her.
Her forehead prickled with sweat despite the chill in the air.
This was it. Her plan was up in the air, but she didn�t even consider abandoning it. Max needed her and she wasn�t going to let him down.
That�s it, she thought, poised to strike. Come on. Let�s get started, fuckers.
The door handle creaked.
It was time.

31. Clive

Clive looked around at the others. They�d been stopped for at least half an hour as they all tucked into cheese and juice as if they were at a party. It was as if they had forgotten reality. He sighed. There was limited light and they could probably still see the warehouse they�d slept in if they craned their necks.
�It�ll be dark in six hours. Let�s go.�
The others stood. Olivia stayed where she was.
�Are you ready, darling?�
He was worried about her. She�d seemed fine the previous evening, but he put that down to exhaustion. He was beginning to think of the future now. What if he couldn�t find more pills? Even if they achieved the impossible and got to York in four days, she wasn�t going to be cured by stepping foot on that farm. Perhaps it was already too late�wouldn�t pharmacies be one of the first places people hit? He�d seen it in London before they left. As things got worse, people would look for any way to escape reality. Booze and pills were going to be heavily in demand.
He had to find some.
Olivia nodded, her eyes vacant thanks to the pill he�d given her. It was a balancing act between calming her anxiety and leaving her sharp enough to react if she needed to. He had to find a pharmacy soon. But where?
They threw their bags on their backs and took off down the road. They quickly lost momentum. Clive felt heavy, and he could tell from Terry and Annie�s faces they were in a similar position to him.
�We should probably have stopped after the first pack of cheese,� Annie muttered.
They were riding four abreast. Cars were fewer now, so they only had to fall in behind each other every so often. He didn�t want to think how much more difficult it would have been if everything had stopped working at rush hour. �Yes, well,� he said with a sigh. �Who knows when we�ll next be able to have cheese.�
�Not that long, I hope. We have cattle and sheep. We�ll sort something out.�
�Danish blue?� he replied with a wistful smile. �And port?�
�How about homemade cheddar. And apple cider.� She groaned and rubbed her eyes. �I don�t know about the rest of you but I feel like I�m coming down with��
Her words were drowned out by a supersonic roar overhead.
Terry gasped and slammed on the brakes to look up at the sky. �Jets!�
A tight formation of three tiny black aeroplanes flashed past far above them. Relief flooded through him. Maybe all wasn�t lost after all.
�Who do you reckon it is? RAF planes back from abroad or Americans?�
�Oh, thank goodness,� Annie sighed. �They�ll surely send aid and engineers to rebuild and�� she trailed off.
�What?�
She shook her head. �Nothing. There�s no quick fix, is there? It�s likely to take years. Just think of all the circuits and wiring that�ll need to be replaced. Even if they send a fleet of ships, it�ll still take years to get Britain running again.�
�Assuming it�s Americans.�
�What does that mean?�
�It could be anyone. It could even be whoever attacked us coming back to view their handiwork.�
Clive glanced at his wife. She hadn�t said anything, but her hands were gripping the handlebars so tightly that her knuckles were turning blue. �Let�s stay positive, eh?�
�I don�t see how,� Terry said. �If those are enemy jets there�s a good chance they have bombs on board. Maybe they�ve come to finish us off.�
Olivia let out a startled cry and her bike wobbled. Clive threw a hand out to grab her handlebars. �Steady there. It�s okay, love.�
He was alarmed. The pill should have calmed her. Or had it? Was she so terrified now that the drugs could only do so much?
�It�s not! I don�t want to get blown to pieces, Clive! I wish we�d stayed in the flat now.�
�Terry,� he hissed, trying to keep his temper under control. It wasn�t fair to expect them to walk on eggshells for his wife�s sake, but staying calm was easier said than done. �It doesn�t do any of us any good to talk that way. Let�s just stay positive and keep moving. I wish we�d never stopped at that truck. We�d just eaten.�
�We had, but we got the juices there,� Annie said, sounding strangely flat. �So we won�t need to stop again for a while.�
He started to explain how they would need to stop; that he�d need to stock up on pills before nightfall if possible, but he stopped. Later. He�d do it later. Maybe they�d find a small town with a place to bed down for the night. If they went fast then they�d be well into the countryside by nightfall, where it was safer and less populated.
Yes, he thought. There�s no need to panic.
Yet.
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No-one spoke again after that. They all focused on the road ahead. There were fewer distractions now and no pedestrians to be seen.
Clive was happy with that. Olivia certainly seemed calmer now she was concentrating on cycling rather than thinking about all the things that could go wrong for them.
He couldn�t blame Terry. He was frightened. They were all frightened. And it was easy for them to forget about Olivia�s condition when she appeared calm on the surface. He understood that.
He�d been wondering about the fighter jets. They�d come from the south. He hadn�t said anything, but he was sure now that they weren�t enemies, or if they were, they were there for a different reason than bombing. Because wouldn�t they have struck London if that was their intention?
And why would they bother? He gritted his teeth. Hadn�t they already devastated the place? What was the need to strike again when all they had to do was sit back and wait for the county to implode?
Then again, that didn�t automatically make them friendly.
He didn�t know what to think.
All he could do was keep on pedalling.
A few times he saw signs for towns off the motorway, but none of the names were familiar and the blasted things never said how far away those places were. He was desperate enough to consider just choosing one at random and going there, but he didn�t want to take them miles off course when their morale was already so low. And going alone wasn�t an option�who knew what sort of state Olivia would get herself in if Terry chose to share his theories when Clive wasn�t there?
No, they had no choice but to go on.
That was until he saw a sign with a familiar name. He�d done a course there years ago. Back then it had been a town in its own right. Now London had almost expanded to absorb it.
He sped up and passed the others, wanting to get a good look at the area beyond the off-ramp before he committed to it. Sadly it was no help. He could see a scrapyard and some other dilapidated industrial buildings just beyond the exit, but everything else was blocked by the hills.
�Bugger.�
�What is it?�
He spun around. He hadn�t expected them to catch up to him so quickly. �Nothing,� he muttered. He sighed. �I recognised one of the towns on the sign there. I thought it might be a good place to stop. But I can�t see beyond those hills.�
Annie frowned and he knew what she was going to say before she even said it. �But why? We�ve already stopped. We agreed the juices would keep us going without us needing to stop for water.�
Clive sighed. �I�m worried about Olivia. I�d like to stock up on medicine like we talked about.�
�Of course. Sorry. With everything that�s been�� she frowned. �Did you hear that?�
Clive had, and his heart was hammering. In the first second or two, he�d thought it was the fighter jets again. But it wasn�t. �That�s a car.�
�Yeah. It must be an older model. We knew about this.�
They did, but that made it no less startling to hear. He looked around, trying to see it. It was a clear day, but he couldn�t see the sun glinting off a windscreen. He wished they were up in those hills nearby, though he didn�t fancy the prospect of having to cycle over them.
�What is it? Can you see it?�
He shook his head.
�You seemed worried.�
He was about to disagree when he realised that she was right. He was worried. He closed his eyes. It was a big beast of an engine.
Terry reached them then, panting and spluttering. He�d stood up to work the pedals faster. Olivia must have sensed his panic because she too was moving faster than she had all day, her face screwed up in concentration.
�Is that a car?�
Clive nodded.
�What are the chances they�ll stop and help us?�
�Help us do what? There are four of us and we�ve got bikes.�
�Well,� Terry said. �Maybe we could try and take it from them. We do have guns.�
Clive shook his head. �We�re not crooks. But they might be. Let�s get out of sight until they pass. There�s an industrial estate down there.�
�How can you possibly tell they�re crooks?�
Clive turned and stared at her. �Listen to the way they�re gunning the engine. I may be wrong, but I�d prefer not to take the chance.�
�What, are you telling me you wouldn�t rather have a car?�
�We have no idea what we�re dealing with, Terry,� he said, wishing he could be blunt. It was risky enough being out on bicycles in the present climate. The only people who�d take the even greater risk of going out in a car were those who knew no better�and they�d soon be taken advantage of�or those who knew the dangers and didn�t care.
Clive didn�t want to meet the latter; not with his wife present.
�Let�s go,� he murmured. �They�re getting closer. If you want to take the risk, you can. Olivia and I are going to find somewhere sheltered to eat lunch.�
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He�d intended to find the most deserted looking warehouse he could, but Clive soon realised there was no time to properly scope the place out. The roar of the engine was getting louder.
�That junkyard,� he hissed. �Go as fast as you can.�
�The scrapyard?� Terry muttered. �How do you know that�s not where they�re going?�
Clive frowned. �We don�t have a choice. Let�s go.� From the motorway the place had looked like a mess, so he hoped it was just as disorganised close up. �We�ll find somewhere to hide with the bikes. If they�� he glanced at his wife. �We�ll be in a better position to defend ourselves if we need to. We can take them by surprise.�
He looked around, making sure for the last time that there wasn�t a better hiding place. There wasn�t. There was a steel barrier running along the shoulder on each side. One person might have been able to hide behind it, but four of them and four bikes? He wasn�t going to take that risk.
They raced down the slip road and followed it round to the left. The scrapyard was three hundred yards ahead of them. Clive�s stomach was in knots as he realised he�d sent them all into a natural valley. With any luck, anyone driving past wouldn�t see them, but if someone happened to be looking in their direction�
They squealed to a halt outside the junkyard and Clive was delighted to see something he hadn�t noticed from the motorway. The place had an old garage attached. �We can hide in here. Bring your bikes.�
They all dismounted and Annie hurried over to the roller door at the front.
�Wait,� he hissed. �Stop. There could be someone inside.�
She darted back to them. �It�s locked anyway. Wouldn�t move.�
�Okay,� he whispered. �Just be careful.�
�Who�s going to be hanging around an old garage? It looks deserted.�
�Let�s confirm that, shall we? I�ll go look for a back door.� He paused. The roar of the engine was close now�he prayed they�d just carry on up the motorway. �Let�s all go.�
He crept around the corner and walked along the narrow passageway between the garage and the scrapyard fence. His bike wheel clicked every time it completed a full rotation and he made a mental note to check it. He glanced behind him, expecting to see the others close by. They were all lingering back near the road.
�Come on,� he hissed. If that car got off the motorway at the same exit they�d used, they�d definitely be seen. Thankfully they began to move without him having to tell them again.
Clive looked around as he went. The place was a mess. Good, he thought. Makes it more likely that no-one has been here for a very long time.
He smiled when they got around the back. There was another advantage to rundown old places. The door was old and weak. Certainly nowhere near as secure as one might have expected a working garage to be. He frowned as he took in the brackets on either side. They looked like a recent addition.
The growl of the engine drew him back to the present. He looked at the others. They were watching him impatiently. He sighed and turned back to the door.
He felt uneasy. Maybe it was the exhaustion and the bunged up heady feeling that he always got when he was coming down with a cold. He made a mental note to get some paracetamol when they found a pharmacy.
He grabbed the door handle and jiggled it, lightly at first with the intention of applying more and more pressure until it gave. He didn�t need to. Instead of meeting resistance, the handle turned easily.
His sense of alarm grew. He stood back and drew his weapon, nodding to the others that they should be careful.
He pushed the door open and stood back, half expecting someone to rush out at them. No-one did.
He stepped inside, moving swiftly into the vast space and becoming more and more confused. He turned to the others and nodded. It was clear. So why did he feel so on edge? His instincts weren�t usually wrong. Now his heart was pounding and he felt even more lightheaded.
But there was no-one here.
Perhaps it was the fact that he could still hear that engine, louder than ever. Surely it should have passed their exit by now?
He noticed the look on Olivia�s face. �What is it, darling?�
The others looked uneasy too. They hadn�t taken their packs off and they clung to their bikes like they were security blankets.
�I don�t know, Clive. It smells awfully like petrol in here.�
He took a step towards her, hand out in an attempt to calm her. He couldn�t smell a thing, but he�d been bunged up all morning. He hadn�t even been able to smell the cheese earlier, and the others had said it stunk to high heaven. �I�m sure it�s just the fact that it�s a garage. They�ll have been��
�I smell it too,� Annie said warily. �My nose is blocked but I still get it. We should��
Clive took a step towards the door, about to suggest they discuss it outside. After all, garages weren�t in the habit of refuelling client cars, and no-one could have driven in or out for at least four days.
He didn�t get as far as the door. It banged closed and there was a weird scraping sound.
He hurried to it and tried the handle. It moved, but there was something stopping it from opening outwards. The brackets, he realised with a start. �Who�s there? What�s going on? I�m a police officer!�
He stopped. Maybe that wasn�t something he should mention. He turned to the others and his stomach lurched as he saw the fear and surprise etched all over their faces. He turned and rammed his shoulder against the door again and again. But it wouldn�t budge.
Then there was a strange whooshing sound, as if all the air had been sucked out of the room.
Someone screamed. But he didn�t turn around. He knew that sound. And the new smell that filled the room was one that even the harshest cold couldn�t block out.
Fire.

32. Si

Si was dripping sweat by now. She�d released the ropes and the bar had slammed down into the brackets on either side of the door, just like she�d practised. Everything had gone perfectly, but that didn�t stop her worrying. She could still hear the second car.
Damn it. Why didn�t I think of this?
She scrambled back and peered in the window. It was already filling with smoke even though it had only been a few seconds.
She froze. They weren�t the people who took Max.
She faltered for a second. Stop it. There�s no time. This is just the rest of their crew.
�Where�s Max? Where the hell is he?�
�Who the hell is Max?�
Si blinked. It was a woman. A younger woman.
Stop thinking! There�s no time! If the others get here before I�ve gone�
�Bullshit. You came and you took him.�
She watched as the flames rose around the edges of the big space. One of the men stumbled back to the roller door and tried to pull it up, before being turned back by the flames.
�There�s no point. I�ve disabled it. Tell me where Max is.�
�We don�t know anyone called Max,� the older man said, turning around.
Si�s eyes widened when she saw the gun in his hand.
They widened even more when it finally dawned on her that they had bicycles. Bicycles.
Oh no.
She didn�t know much about the men who took Max, but they weren�t the cycling types�she was sure of that.
�You don�t know Max?� she said frantically. �What are you doing here?�
�Open the fucking door!� one of the men screamed. �Now!�
Si knew now she�d made a huge mistake and it might be too late to fix it. She turned and leapt off the roof, landing hard. She didn�t care.
She turned and stumbled to the door and pulled hard on the bar she�d used to block it.
�No!� she cried. �Come on.�
Why hadn�t she set something up to put out the fire? She hadn�t even considered the possibility that a bunch of random people could walk in. What were the odds?
They had seconds. She had to get them out.
She tried to move the bar again.
�I�m trying,� she shouted. �I�m sorry. I thought you were someone else. They took my�� She swallowed. Now wasn�t the time to make excuses. She had to save her breath and her strength. The smell was horrendous.
The ropes were still attached to the ends of the bar. She looked up. There was nothing to throw them around to get leverage. She wiped her eyes with her forearm. The smoke was billowing under the door now. It was almost unbearable. What must it be like in the garage?
Focus!
They were screaming now. It set her teeth on edge. It hadn�t been long but she couldn�t imagine the hell they were going through in there.
She squatted down in front of the door, aware that it could explode in her face at any moment. She didn�t know if the Jaguar was still approaching. She couldn�t hear a thing over the roar of the flames and the creaking, warping metal roof.
Come on. You dragged it onto the roof several times. You can do it.
But lifting it wasn�t a problem. Working it loose from where it was jammed into the bracket was the difficult part. She�d done it before when she practised, but never in a hurry.
She took a deep breath and roared as she rose up and shoved her palms under the bar. It shrieked and scraped out and landed on the ground with a hollow metallic thud. She jumped back.
Panting, she grabbed the door handle. She pulled her hand away. It was searing hot. She put her sleeve over her hand to try again, but the door came crashing down on her before she could try again. She managed to sidestep it just in time.
�I�m sorry, I�m so sorry,� she cried as the four strangers hurried out. The reality of what she�d just done was starting to dawn on her. �I thought you were� why did you even�� she shook her head as someone grabbed her by the throat and propelled her forward.
�What the hell were you thinking? You could have killed the lot of us!�
�No!� Si croaked, clawing at his hands to free herself. �Please� no time� we have to get out of here.�
�We?� one of the women coughed. �We?�
Si looked around desperately. These were normal people and look what she�d done to them. They were bug-eyed with fear and gasping for breath in a way that sent them into coughing fits. She�d almost killed them. But there was no time to think about that now.
�Listen!� She tried to shout but her voice came out as a squeak because of the hands around her throat. �That car. It�s coming here.�
Something crashed to the floor in the garage and made them all recoil. The grip on her throat loosened and she stumbled back out of his reach. She was only feet away from the yard. She could lose them in there. She could get away.
She faltered. She couldn�t leave them in those men�s hands. �I�ll explain everything. You�ve got to follow me. I have a car. Now! Come on.�
�You almost killed us. Why should we follow you?�
They turned and started to talk amongst themselves.
�We need to get out of here.�
�How? We left the bikes in there. We�ve got to go back and get them.�
�No!�
�Well how else?�
Si chewed the inside of her cheek. Go! Leave them. You can find Max another way.
And then it dawned on her. This was the other way. The gun. If she had a gun she could hide in the scrapyard and shoot the men from the Jaguar one by one. The last one would tell her where Max was�she�d make sure of it. Then she�d take their car. She had no need for the Renault if she had the gun.
�Will you listen to me? I have a car. I�ll trade you��
The growl of the engine stopped and they all turned to her with stunned expressions.
�Into the yard,� she hissed. �Come on.�

33. Annie

Annie coughed again and gasped for breath. Was this a trick? They stumbled after the girl. Whatever it was, they didn�t have much choice. They had to get away from that garage and whoever else was coming.
The yard was a mess. The towering piles of rusty car parts looked like they hadn�t been touched in years.
�Come on,� the girl hissed. �This way.�
Annie couldn�t hold it back any longer. She fell to her knees on the wet gravel and cringed as her mouth watered and the contents of her stomach emptied out in front of her. Tears filled her eyes. As the seconds passed and that garage filled with smoke, she�d been convinced that that was the end. She still couldn�t believe they were out. Her ears rang from the sound of Olivia�s desperate shrieks. The flames hadn�t reached them, but they wouldn�t have needed to. They had had seconds left at most before they succumbed to the smoke.
Part of her wished she had.
She retched again.
They were all watching her.
�Come on,� the girl hissed. �We have to get out of here. They�ll find us.�
Annie stood and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. �Why should we trust her?� she muttered.
�We have no choice,� Terry said, patting her back. �The bikes are destroyed. She says she has a car.�
Annie looked at the girl again. Rage washed over her. How could she just stand there looking at them when this was all her fault? Poor Olivia looked like she�d aged ten years in the space of ten minutes and Clive hadn�t stopped coughing since they got out. None of them had. They�d been this close�
She marched forward and grabbed the girl�s arm, wrenching it up until it reached the point where a little more pressure would snap bones. �What are you playing at? First you try to kill us; now you�re offering us a car. What�s your game?�
�Annie, stop. No��
�Why? Why should I?� She pulled her gun from her pocket and shoved it against the nape of the girl�s neck. �What�s stopping me from blowing your head off and taking your keys?�
�Annie, don�t��
�Please,� the girl shrieked. �Please. I didn�t know who you were. I thought you were the ones who took Max.�
Her terror cut through Annie�s anger, but not fully. �Who�s Max?� she snapped.
�My boss. He owns this place.� She opened her mouth wide and wailed. �You ruined everything. Now they�re going to get us. I had everything set up. I�ll never find him now.�
Clive leaned forward and gently steered the gun away. Then he pulled her to her feet. �Take us to the car. Now.�
�I need one of your guns. Then you can take the car.�
�I�m not giving you a gun. What do you want that for?�
She jumped to her feet. She was coiled up like a snake, ready to run at any moment. Annie took a step closer to prevent that. �Shut up and take us to the car.�
Rough male voices floated towards them from outside the yard. Annie�s heart hammered even harder.
The girl looked at each of them in turn and then glanced behind her, as if making her mind up about something. Annie started to cough and stifled it as best she could. If those men heard�
The girl was practically twitching with fear in a way that made her look possessed.
�She�s not faking it,� Annie gasped. �And if what she said about those men is true��
They started to run. Clive had to practically drag Olivia along with him. She hadn�t been coping since they got out of the garage.
Annie coughed as quietly as she could and gripped her gun tighter.
The towers of metal that surrounded them were so high they blocked out what little sun there was. Pools of water shone iridescent from leaked fuel, which drew her mind back to what had just happened. It felt like the smoke and soot was clinging to every pore of her skin.
Terry struggled for breath as they ran. �How do you feel about using that? I can tell you now��
She shook her head. �If my life�s in danger I�ll do what I have to.�
She squinted. The light had changed. Up ahead there was a gap in the rubbish, behind which was a fence with a hole as wide and half as high as a door. The girl was waiting for them there.
Annie�s apprehension grew. What was beyond that fence? All she wanted to do was lie down and never get up again, but the thought of Dan made her push on.
Was it a trap? She didn�t know. She didn�t feel great about crouching down to get through the fence. But she did it all the same. They all did; even Olivia.
She emerged on the other side, half expecting to be grabbed by the very men they were trying to get away from. But no-one grabbed her. She stumbled to her feet and looked around, disappointed to see nothing but a couple of overturned cars that looked like they�d fallen over from the scrapyard.
�Where�s the car?� Clive snapped. �You�d better not be trying to fool us.�
�I�m not. Look. It�s right here.�
They had emerged into what looked like wasteland at the back of the scrapyard. The grass there came up to mid-calf but further into the field it was even wilder. There was a big dip in the middle where bricks and other construction waste had been dumped. Judging by the grass growing all over it, it had been there for a long time.
The girl raised the bonnet and started tinkering.
Annie looked around as bile rose in her throat again. �You said you had a car! Isn�t it working?�
�Can one of you get in and try to start the engine? Now! It worked last time but that was when Max was here.�
�Come on,� Terry snapped. �Hurry up.�
He too, Annie noticed, was paying less attention to the car and more to their surroundings.
�What do you think?� she whispered.
�Getting out might be a problem.�
The fence they�d come under ran the whole width of the scrapyard to the yards beyond. From the dip in the middle, it sloped back up to the other sides about five or six hundred yards away, where it was backed by a series of factories and warehouses.
�Yeah.� She looked around and pointed off into the distance. �It looks like there�s an entry over there. The main thing is whether we can get away without them noticing. I don�t know what kind of car that is, but it doesn�t look like it can outrun much. That�s if she gets it started at all.�
Clive had climbed into the driving seat and was trying to start it. The engine was coughing and spluttering and it made the hairs on Annie�s arms stand on end. Surely those men could hear it?
�Come on,� she hissed. �They�ll hear.�
Should we run now? she wondered. She had no idea where they were and they�d not gotten far that morning. Why the hell had they stopped at that bloody garage? If they hadn�t� well, they�d have had to take their chances with those men and knowing what they now knew about them, that didn�t seem like a very good idea.
�What�s going on?� she asked, marching over to where the girl had her head stuck under the bonnet. �Can you do it? Or are you just stalling?�
The girl raised her head. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, though her mouth was twisted into a look of defiance and hatred. �Max could, if he was here. We got so close the other day and�� she twisted a spanner and the engine roared into life. Eyes wide, she slammed the bonnet shut and rubbed her oily hands on her jeans.
�Come on,� Clive shouted, sticking his head out the window. �Let�s go. Now!�
Olivia opened the passenger door and started to get in. Annie moved towards the rear and stopped. No. This is all wrong.
�Wait, what are you doing?� the girl snapped sullenly. �Give me a gun. That was the deal.�
Annie turned, assessing the situation. None of them knew where they were and none of them knew much about cars. And she�ll get killed if she stays. The girl knew the area and they didn�t. She looked at Terry. He nodded, mouth set in a straight line as he jerked his head back towards the girl.
�Go on then,� the girl said, crossing her arms. �The gun.�
Annie shook her head.
�What do you mean? I�m giving you a car. The least you can do is��
�Clive. Olivia,� she said sharply. �Get out.� She took a few steps towards the girl. �You�re coming with us. Sorry, but we need you. And you�ll be killed if you stay here by yourself.�
�What, like you care.�
Annie shrugged. �I don�t care. Why would I? You locked us in a garage and set it alight. Get in the car.�
�You ruined everything! They�re here. I need to go. I need them to tell me what happened to Max.�
Annie darted around the front of the car now than Olivia had moved into the back. She didn�t take her eyes�or her weapon�off the girl for a moment. That was a problem she hadn�t thought of. The girl had no incentive to help them. But she was the only one who could get them out. The car sounded delicate enough as it was�one wrong move in that wilderness and they could hit a rock or a pile of bricks. She was willing to bet that the whine of the old engine had already drawn those men�s attention. It was only a matter of time until they came�all they had to do was follow the noise.
She shivered. The girl said they had shotguns. They might risk climbing on top of one of the piles of car parts to get a better view of the surroundings. If they had a good shot� she winced.
Over the din of the engine, she thought she heard voices. Rough voices she didn�t recognise.
�I hear them,� she hissed.
The girl�s eyes widened. She set her jaw and shook her head. �So give me the gun.�
�No.� Annie gestured towards the car with the weapon, trying to stop her hand from shaking�or at least make it less noticeable. �Get in. I don�t want to hurt you but you�ve got to come with us.�
The girl�s hazel eyes were filled with hate. �No way. Do you think I�m that stupid?�
Annie panicked. They were running out of time�maybe they were already out of time. �Then you�re letting Max down. Get in the car. Now. And we�ll help you find him.�
�Come on!� Terry snapped.
�We need to get the hell out of here,� Clive muttered.
Annie waited by the open passenger door, reluctant to get in until the girl did.
�I don�t trust you.�
Annie swallowed. Was she wavering? It was the closest she�d come to agreeing. And they had to go now.
�Who would you rather be stuck with? Us or those men?�
The girl got in the driver�s seat.

34. Si

Humiliated, scared and starving, Si admitted defeat. She didn�t think this lot would shoot her, but she knew the men who�d taken Max wouldn�t think twice about it. And now she had no time left to prepare.
She slammed the door and put the car into gear. A moment later, she was taking off across the grass. The car bounced this way and that as she tried to find a path through the overgrown grass, which hid countless piles of old tyres and construction waste. Part of her wanted to turn sharply, accelerate and just crash into one of the warehouses on the other side of the wasteland.
But she didn�t.
She had Max to think of.
She wrenched the wheel to the right a few seconds before piling straight into a heap of rubble.
�Look where you�re going!� one of them groaned.
�Shut the fuck up,� Si snapped. �One more word and I�m driving straight back to the garage.�
They shut up then. She bounced up onto the gravel path that started a few hundred yards past the scrapyard.
�It�s a road. I didn�t see this,� the woman in the front said.
Si gritted her teeth and drove on, not taking her eyes off the road. It wasn�t even a road�it was loose gravel one of the warehouse owners had put down years ago as a shortcut. It was a half-assed job�they hadn�t levelled out the ground�so the car bumped around at speed.
But she had it under control.
�What if they know where to look?� one of the men said. �They could be waiting for us.�
Si ignored him and kept her focus on the road. She drove as fast as she could, expecting someone to complain about the noise or the bumps, but none of them did. She had to stop herself several times from asking if they�d really help her find Max after they got away. Of course they wouldn�t.
They were right, she realised as she drove. She was barely aware of the loose gravel that flew up and hit the windscreen every few seconds. With her trap already up in flames, there was no way she could have gone up against those men�not without time to plan.
She�d come so close.
She slammed her hand against the wheel. �You ruined everything. Why the fuck did you have to go into the garage?�
What made it worse was she now knew her plan would have worked. They�d only been able to get out when she�d helped them.
She took a sharp right without warning them and took pleasure in sending the people in the back flying into each other. Their faces and clothes were filthy with soot.
�Take it easy.�
�Fuck off,� she spat, but there was less venom in her voice now. What if they told her to get out? How would she find him then?
She wanted to curl up in a ball and sleep forever. She took another sharp turn, looking all around her. She couldn�t see another car. But that didn�t mean anything. For all she knew, those men knew the roads just as well as she did.
�The motorway�s back that way,� the old man said.
�Yeah, and where do you think they�ll go first? Do you want me to wrap you up in a bow and hand you to them?� She shook her head. Ignore them. Think. How do I find Max now my plan�s been blown?
Si tried to play out what would happen if she went back. She�d be at a disadvantage from the start. It�d be suicide�she knew that in her heart even though it was hard to admit. Maybe worse than that. She glanced in the rearview mirror. They�d threatened to shoot Max�s hands off. She shuddered. She could only imagine what they�d do to her.
So what was the alternative now? She tried to focus on driving but it was hard. By driving away it felt like she was betraying Max.
She drove on, starting to calm down a bit. There was nothing else she could have done. These people had ruined everything by turning up when they did, but she�d find a way to make it right. She glanced at the woman beside her. They all had their guard up now, but they couldn�t stay like that forever. Si would be ready the moment one of them took their eyes off their weapon.
She sighed as she pulled into the spot at the side of the road where she�d pulled up many times before to check for traffic on the motorway.
�What are you doing?�
�Seeing if it�s clear,� she said, reaching back into the car to take the keys before thinking better of it. She wasn�t a hundred percent confident she could get the car started again and she had no tools with her.
She stayed close to the car, not trusting them not to take off without her.
She climbed up on the bonnet, where she had a clear view through the bare branches down to the motorway entrance below. She listened. It was hard to hear anything over the drone of the old engine, but she thought she could make out the V12 engine somewhere in the distance.
Bad.
She didn�t want to risk turning off the Renault to get a better idea of how far away it was.
Cars were strewn everywhere on the motorway, about one or two every fifty yards.
�What are you doing up there?�
She sighed and jumped back down. �What are you going to do, shoot me?� Her stomach growled as she got back in the car. �I haven�t eaten in days. Have you got food?�
�What, now?�
�Yeah. I don�t want to faint while I�m driving.�
Grumbling, one of the men rummaged in the bag at his feet and handed her a tin of beans. She snatched it from his hand.
�You�re welcome,� he snapped.
�You tried to strangle me. Anyway, this is useless without an opener.�
One appeared through the gap between the seats and she took it and tried to use it. Her hands were shaking too hard.
She didn�t miss the looks that passed between them. She�d never felt so helpless before; not since Max was taken away. What was she doing with these people? What was wrong with her that she had no choice but to stick with them?
Assholes, she thought. I�ll show them. She tried to blink away tears of frustration before anyone saw them.
�Give it here,� the woman beside her said. �And please be quick. Those men might be looking for us.�
Si shook her head. �If they were going to the motorway they�d have used the last entrance; the one by the garage. They won�t see us up here.�
�Even so,� the woman said, handing her the open tin. �We have a long way to go before dark.�
�Where?� Si asked, curious even though she all she wanted was to put the can to her mouth and down its contents in one go.
�York.�
York? Si screamed silently in her mind. She had no idea where that was but she knew it wasn�t close. How the hell was she going to get back from there on her own? She�d assumed they were headed somewhere nearby.
She didn�t say anything. She was too hungry. She took the can and drunk it back, chewing occasionally but mainly just swallowing, beans, sauce and all.
When she�d finished and wiped her mouth on her sleeve, she realised they were all watching her and waiting for her to finish.
All Si could think was York?
�You seem a little upset,� the older woman said vacantly, like she was commenting on the weather.
Si had seen the old guy slip her a pill. Maybe that was it. She spun around.
�Can I have some of what you gave her?� Anything to stop the manic thoughts from swirling around in her head. They were even worse now she�d satisfied her hunger.
�Not while you�re driving,� he said sternly. �And I don�t have many left. I�d planned to look for a pharmacy in Wesleygate. We can�t go back there now.�
�No, we can�t,� Si said. There was no point. In order to find Max and not get herself killed in the process, she�d have to take those men by surprise. They�d be on high alert now.
�Let�s get on the road,� the woman beside her said. �Do you know of any small towns where we might find a pharmacy?�
Si stared at the trees. Only one place came to mind. She�d been there only once, but it had stuck with her. It was a quiet spot, almost like someone had taken it straight from the seventies and teleported it to the present. Well, that was what she�d thought anyway. It was cutesy and old-fashioned; all local shops and no big chains. An orderly sort of place.
�Well?�
�Thorndale,� she said. �I don�t know where it is though. All I can remember is that it was a long drive from the garage.�
�Great.�
�Anything else? Did you take the motorway?�
She closed her eyes. In a weird way, this was helping take her attention away from her thoughts. �Yes.�
�And you�re sure the town was called Thorndale?�
�Certain.� She smiled. She remembered Max laughing at the way the customer had pronounced it. She was sure alright. Her smile vanished. Wasn�t she betraying him by going along with them?
�I can take over the driving now.�
�No you won�t.� She put the car into reverse and manoeuvred out of the little lay-by. She couldn�t hear a thing now�they�d lost their pursuers. She�d lost any link to Max. �It�s my car. I�m driving.�
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It was further away than she�d thought, but she found it easily enough. And once she got the right motorway exit, it wasn�t far to the village itself. She was relieved to see it was just as peaceful and quiet as she remembered�and also that there was not one, but two, pharmacies on the main street.
It didn�t take them long to scope out the whole town, turn, and return to the square. It was a small place, and there were only a handful of cars sitting unnaturally in the middle street as if time had been frozen. They were easily avoided.
Si stopped the car with a squeal of brakes. �Well?� She looked in the rearview mirror.
�It looks deserted.�
There was a murmur of agreement.
�Olivia and I will go. The rest of you� sit tight.�
�What is it, Clive? You don�t sound so sure.�
�It�s nothing. It just seems a little too deserted.�
�What do you think� You�re the only one who�s been here before. I don�t know your name.�
�It�s Si. And yeah, I was only here once, but it was pretty quiet then too.�
�Si, you stay here with Annie. Terry, you watch from outside in case there�s trouble. Come on now, let�s move. No sense in hanging around longer than we need to. Those men are still out there somewhere even if we can�t hear them anymore.�
Si stared out the window. There was no sign that the pharmacy had been looted. It wasn�t just the pharmacy, either. None of the other shops looked like they�d been touched. She frowned. She could see in through the windows and there were no security shutters or anything. She turned to say it to the others, but they were already gone.
Never mind, she thought.
She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and tried to think of what she was going to do once she was able to take one of their guns.
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Time passed slowly. Si struggled to focus. She watched the street in front of her. There wasn�t a single person around. Even the birds had disappeared. The sky was blue and cloudless for the most part and there wasn�t a sound to be heard over the idling engine.
It wasn�t peaceful. It was strange. Kind of creepy.
Was it like this before?
She couldn�t remember. She�d driven to the address Max had given her and picked him up in the van. That was all.
�Look�� Annie sighed heavily. �I know you were trying to set up the guys who took your boss. But you almost killed us.�
Si shrugged. �I know. I�m sorry. I was only thinking about trapping them and getting them to tell me where he was, you know? It was the only way I could think of making them talk. You arrived at the worst time.�
�I know. You�re telling me. We could have died.� She coughed and shook her head. �At least we�ve lost those men.�
Si didn�t react. She wasn�t sure that was a good thing. Part of her had hoped for a standoff�these people had guns. That changed everything.
�Look, you�re welcome to come to the farm just like I told the others.�
�Thanks,� she said, distracted. Something was really starting to bother her but she couldn�t work out what. She cleared her throat. She�d wanted to ask so many times and stopped herself. Now she couldn�t hold back. She needed to know. �Did you mean what you said? About coming back and helping me find Max?�
She knew from the way the woman looked at her that she hadn�t. She looked away. She had the strangest sense of� what was it? Deja vu. She remembered way back when she was little. Running around her Grandma�s house in Bath, fingers stinging from making snowmen outside. It was the oddest thing. It was winter now but that was the only thing that day had in common with the happy day in her memory.
Olivia, maybe? She reminded Si a little of her Grandma.
She looked around. The street was quiet. There was still no sign of them coming back. She had no idea how much time had passed.
She took a breath and told herself to relax. The place was like something out of a movie. There were flowers and hanging baskets and the footpaths were spotless. It was the opposite of the chaos she�d seen at home.
Even so, the feeling remained, accompanied by a growing sense of panic.
It hit her then. It wasn�t what she was seeing that had set off her long-forgotten memory. It wasn�t Olivia.
It was what she was smelling.
Coal.
Burning coal.
�Annie,� she hissed. �I�ve just realised something.�
�What? What is it?�
�Coal! Can�t you smell it? Something�s wrong. This place isn�t as deserted as we thought.�
Annie frowned. �I can�t smell a thing after earlier. Are you sure?�
Si looked around. Now the net curtains and flower boxes didn�t seem innocent and old-fashioned. They were potential hiding places for people watching them. Anyone could have been behind there, waiting. She shivered.
�Just make the others hurry up, okay?�
She shook her head. �I can�t go in there. I need to keep watch.�
�I�ll keep watch. Just go. Please. We need to get out of here.�
Then the door opened and the others bustled out, cheery as if it was just a normal day and they�d been shopping. They had so many bags full of stuff that Olivia was carrying them on her forearms as well as her hands.
�Come on,� Annie cried, waving her arm. �Let�s go.�
Olivia stopped and stared and Si was sure she could see the blood draining from the older woman�s face. Clive pushed her forward.
�Come on! We can stop and put stuff in the boot later. When we�re out of here.�
Terry climbed in after the couple. �Did you get everything?�
Clive nodded. �Yes. The place was untouched. Not just antibiotics but pain medication and Livvy�s pills. Tetanus shots. Everything we could need for the next few months.� He squeezed his wife�s shoulder. �Are you alright, love?�
�Sorry,� Si said, putting the car into gear. �I shouldn�t have panicked.� Maybe the smell had come to her on the breeze. Maybe it was just the combined stress and fear of the past two days coming to a head now that she was safe.
Safe.
As much as she hated it, she felt safe with these strangers. And who cared if they wouldn�t help her find Max�she�d regroup for a day or two and go find him herself. Maybe one of the others would join her.
She pulled away from the kerb feeling almost light for the first time in days. She�d almost pulled it off before�it was just timing that had stopped her trapping the people she really wanted. She�d figure something out.
She sped up, changing up to second and third in quick succession. It was nice driving on deserted roads. Easy.
Then she turned a corner and realised what an idiot she�d been for letting herself relax.

35. Pete

�All I�m saying,� Josh murmured, leaning close to his brother on the pretence that he was reaching for something on the shelves underneath them. �Is maybe this will work to our advantage.� He jerked his head almost imperceptibly towards Kenan.
Pete sighed. �Nope. The only thing that�s going to work to our advantage is if you do what Harry says and come up with whatever it is he wants.�
�You don�t even know what he�s asking.�
�No, I don�t. But I�m not the one that held myself up as some sort of genius, am I?�
�I never told him that,� Josh hissed. �I never told him anything. It was you who got us into this mess by running your mouth off.�
Kenan stopped. He�d been pacing the room since they came back in, only stopping occasionally to stare out the window�not that you could see anything through it besides the chainlink fence that ran all the way around the vast property. �What are you two whispering about?�
�Fuck off, Kenan. You�re the one who almost fucked this up for us. How can you not tell the difference between someone walking and driving?�
Kenan scowled. �Harry put me in charge.�
Pete had no answer to that. It was true. As thick as he was, Harry had chosen Kenan to watch them and it pissed him off to even think about that. �We�ll talk about this later,� he snapped at Josh.
They fell silent after that. When he wasn�t frantically flicking through books, Josh was tinkering around with batteries and bits of copper wire. Pete had offered to help, but the truth was he had no idea what Josh was saying most of the time and it bored him silly. He wanted to be outside, not stuck in here where he was no help.
�Oh, fuck this,� he muttered, when he heard multiple cars roar up the driveway. He turned and stormed to the door.
�Where are you going?� Josh asked without looking up.
�To see what�s happening,� he said. �I�m sick of being stuck in here.�
Something strange flickered across Josh's eyes, but he said nothing. Still, Pete felt a stab of guilt as he closed the door.
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Something was happening alright. The big warehouse was a hive of activity, and Harry didn�t even say anything when he saw Pete come in.
�What�s going on?� he muttered to Mo.
Mo ignored him.
Since the others were seating themselves in a loose circle around Harry�and since no-one had told him to get out�Pete sat down at the back of the group. There were thirty of them in all. Some were new faces he hadn�t seen around before, but thought he recognised from around the estate. New recruits, obviously. It stung that he hadn�t been asked to find people to help. He could have brought Sam. And there were others.
He looked around. The atmosphere was strange; he couldn�t pinpoint why. It was different from the last time. The others had none of their usual swagger. Zane and Mo looked almost scared. And Harry was angry as hell.
�Right lads,� Harry said. For once there wasn�t a trace of a smile on his face. �Listen up.�
No-one made a sound.
Harry cleared his throat. I sent Zane and some of the boys to do a job for me earlier. I wanted dirt on the mechanic. He�s still not budging, the stubborn bastard. Said he wouldn�t work for us if we were the last people on earth.� He rubbed his face. �Only, when they got there, the place was already up in flames. Someone got there first.� He turned to Zane, looking furious. �And you two let them get away!� He looked around at the others. �We need a mechanic. Some of you must know someone.�
Mo stood up suddenly. �We tried to find them but none of us knew the area.�
�You lost them, in other words,� Harry snapped. �Like I just said.�
Zane tugged on Mo�s arm and pulled him back down before he could interrupt again. �Sorry, boss,� he muttered. �But it�s only temporary. We�ll find them. I only came back because you told us to check in.�
Harry sighed and shook his head. �Did you at least get anything on the mechanic?�
�It was too late. The whole place was torched. They must�ve doused it with petrol.�
�Why? Why would anyone do that?�
Zane shook his head looking wrong-footed for once. �I don�t know, but I�m going to find out. I�ll go now.�
�No,� Harry snapped. �What�s the use? They�re well gone by now. You need to find me another mechanic. Now.�
�Wait a minute,� someone piped up. It was one of the new blokes, though he was older than Pete. He lived in the next estate over; the same one as Mo. �Is that the one by the exit as you come off for Wesleygate?
No-one answered at first. The lad asked again.
�Yes it is,� Zane said through gritted teeth. �Though I dunno why it matters. We just told you the place burnt down.�
�Let him speak. Billy, isn�t it?�
The lad nodded hesitantly, as if he was trying to coax the words out. It wasn�t surprising given the audience. �I know that place. I�ve been in there for a service. Old bloke. Scrapyard beside it?�
�You go to Wesleygate to get your car serviced?� someone piped up.
Billy flushed. �It�s cheaper than around here,� he said with a shrug. �And the bloke seems decent.�
�Shut up!� Zane hissed. �The pair of you.� He stood and stalked over to Billy. �So you know him, do you? How come you never said �til now?�
�I dunno�I�you�� he stammered, reddening even deeper. �You�never��
�Pull yourself together,� Harry snarled. �You�re a grown man. Now.� He picked up the patio chair beside Billy�s and sat right in front of him, so close Billy had to move his legs to an unnatural angle to stop their knees from touching. �Tell me everything you know about the mechanic.�
Billy shook his head, looking everywhere but at Harry. �I don�t know nothing besides what I just said. I know him to see, is all. I�ve been in there two maybe three times. In. Out. That�s it.�
�So you don�t know where he lives.�
�No,� Billy said quietly. �He never said. We just pass the time of day is all. Talk about the weather, that sort of thing. It�s mainly the girl who does my car, and she�s a surly little bitch who barely speaks.�
At that moment, it felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. It was deathly quiet.
�Girl,� Harry said quietly. �What girl?�
Billy looked around desperately as if he was waiting for someone else to intervene. No-one else did. If Billy had had any sense at all he�d have stayed quiet. But then, Pete thought bitterly, the same could have been said for him. If he hadn�t gone running to Harry none of this mess would have happened.
�The girl. The girl who works for him. You know, with the purple hair.�
�No, I don�t know. How would I know? Tell me about her.�
Billy shook his head. �I don�t know. She keeps herself to herself. I tried chatting to her, you know, but she wouldn�t have a bar of it.�
Some of the others laughed at this, but fell silent when Harry glared at them.
�Age?�
�Eighteen. Maybe younger.�
�Who is she, Billy? His missus?�
�Naw,� Billy said immediately, sounding certain for the first time. �Definitely not. His daughter, maybe, from the way he was with her. All proud, like.�
Harry turned to Zane. �Did he mention a daughter?�
�He hasn�t mentioned anything. He won�t talk to me. He won�t work.�
�You�re the one who found him!�
�Don�t you think I know that? I didn�t know he was a stubborn old git.� His eyes narrowed. �But we can work with this. I�ll find her, Harry.�
Harry shook his head.
�I�ll find her, I said. I�ll go now.�
�Fine. Go.� He jabbed a slim finger into Zane�s chest. �But you come back with the girl or a new mechanic, do you hear? You�ve wasted enough of my time as it is.� He turned away and looked around at the others. �Ian.�
The older man beside Pete nodded. �Let the other lads focus on cars. I don�t want the army knocking on my door. Get out there and find me somewhere secluded; somewhere that�s big enough to stash cars and machinery and that has plenty of space for people to sleep.�
Pete stared at Harry. He was talking about kidnapping people as if it was completely normal. It was all Pete�s fault.
�Pete,� Harry said. �Go with him.�
He looked up dazed.
�You heard me. Go with Ian. We can�t stay here forever. We need to organise. Did you hear that lads?�
The others mumbled and nodded.
�Good. Get out. You all have work to do.�
Pete�s first reaction was pride: he was back in Harry�s good books. That feeling soon turned to shame. Had he not seen enough to turn him off this life for good? He felt sick to his stomach.
�Davy,� Harry said, coughing. �Go after Zane and his lot. I want another car on the road just in case�� he stopped and the room fell silent. �Freeman, didn�t I tell you to do something?�
Pete�s heart hammered as he dashed out the door after Ian.

36. Clive

Clive watched the girl. He�d been so busy congratulating himself on securing several months� worth of pills for Olivia that it had taken him a while to notice the atmosphere in the car.
He hadn�t seen her this jumpy, not even when they were bumping across that vacant land at the back of the scrapyard.
�What is it?� he asked. �Is something wrong?�
She glanced back at him over her shoulder and shook her head. He wished she�d keep her eyes on the road�it was narrow and winding and needed all of one�s concentration, but he didn�t say anything.
�It�s nothing,� she said.
�It can�t be nothing. You�re gripping that wheel like you�re trying to squeeze the life out of it.�
She sighed heavily. �That place gave me the creeps. Thorndale. It was so deserted, but then I smelled coal.�
�Lucky people. If I�d had a fireplace in the flat I�d never have left,� Terry said.
�I�m not talking about how lucky they are,� she snapped. �I�m saying it�s weird. There were obviously people there, so why didn�t they try and stop us?�
�Maybe they were afraid to.�
She laughed wildly. �Afraid? Afraid of a scrawny teenager and a bunch of old people who�d look more at home in a nursing home?�
�Thanks a lot,� Terry mumbled, looking daggers at the back of her head. The car had none of the modern comforts like headrests or power steering.
Clive couldn�t help but laugh, even though it was uncomfortable to imagine them from an outsider�s perspective. Was that how they really looked?
It was Annie who spoke. �That�s no good. We�re going to have to make ourselves seem more formidable.�
�How are we gonna do that? Do you want me to take off my t-shirt and draw a six-pack on with false tan?�
Annie wrinkled her nose, though the smile in her eyes was evident. �Please don�t.�
�Well, how then?�
�I don�t know. We need to look less like targets; Si said we look like easy targets.�
�That�s because she�s young. Anyone over the age of twenty-five is going to seem ancient to her.�
�I�m right here,� Si interrupted, her face thunderous. �And can you lot stop joking around? There was something weird about that place.�
The others shrugged. Maybe it was everything that had already happened that day that meant they were no longer capable of getting worked up. Clive didn�t know.
�Yes, I suppose it was eerie, but we�re out of there now.� They were about halfway back to the motorway, going back the way they�d come. �Do you know where you�re going?�
Si�s shoulders were still tensed up. �I suppose. Back to the motorway and north.�
He sighed. It had been one thing after another since they�d left that dairy truck, which was now little more than a distant memory even though it had only been a few hours. They hadn�t even had a chance to discuss everything that had happened. And yet, even though the horror of being locked in a burning building was clinging to him like a weight and making it hard to breathe, he didn�t blame the girl. Not after what she�d told them; not after the horror of hearing that big engine screaming around after them. He reached for Olivia�s hand. She was staring blankly out the windscreen in front of her. He had no way of predicting how the events of the day would affect her long term, but perhaps the tranquillity of a farm would help.
�Yes, the north,� he muttered. �Where it�s hopefully safe.�
Si snorted. �We have a long way to go yet.�
�Yes, but that�s made far easier now that we have a car. How much fuel do you have in this old thing?� He frowned. Maybe he was losing his edge. It should have been the first thing he thought of.
�Enough,� she said.
�What does the fuel gauge say?�
She laughed. �It says empty. It always says that. It also says we�re going ten miles an hour.�
�You realise that we�ll find ourselves in trouble if we run out of fuel.�
She turned around. �No shit. You asked me what the fuel gauge said. I told you. I said we have enough. I should know, I put twenty litres in it last week.�
�Oh.� He sat back. He was exhausted, but he fought it. They were far from safe, no matter how much his body protested.
He looked around at the others. Terry had fallen asleep. He couldn�t see Annie�s face, but judging by the way she was slumped in front of him, there was a good chance she was dozing too. Olivia�s eyes were open, but only she knew what was going on behind them. He hoped the pills were giving her some relief.
Clive�s eyelids drooped despite his best efforts to stay awake. He dozed off for a few seconds at most, starting awake when his vision filled with a wall of petrol-fuelled flames. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself.
�If you�d poured fuel around the door we�d never have gotten out.� It was something that had been plaguing his mind all day, no matter how much he tried to brush it aside.
She shrugged. This time she didn�t turn around, which he was grateful for. �I had to make sure I had time to find out where Max was. It would have been pointless otherwise. I left that wall clear and poured the petrol around the other three.�
He shook his head. �There was so much room for error. You could have hurt yourself before anyone came.�
�So?� Her voice was flat. �I did what I could with the tools I had around me, alright? This isn�t some school project. I don�t care if it was a C effort or a messy job�� she sighed. �I�m sorry you got involved in it, believe me. If you hadn�t turned up, I could be on the way to Max by now. Not going off in the opposite direction.�
Clive looked out the window. They were making good progress now they�d gotten on the motorway, but he was wary of the fact that they�d have to pass the outskirts of various large towns and cities before they hit Yorkshire. It would only take one roadblock to cancel out all the progress they had made. �Do you have any idea of who they were or where they might have taken him?�
�No,� she said, shaking her head. �I�d never seen them before. Four of them. They had shotguns. Rough. You know.� She took one hand off the wheel and waved it around as if searching for the right word. �Common, I suppose. Though people might say that about me too.�
He watched her as she drove in silence. When she wasn�t looking back the wrong way and scaring the life out of him, she was a meticulous driver, watching her side and rearview mirrors compulsively before her eyes darted back to the road in front. �What were you going to do then?� He cleared his throat. �If those men were working for some sort of gang�which seems likely�you�d have had to go in there without weapons.�
She sighed. �I thought about that. To be honest, I didn�t know if their guns would melt in the fire or whether they�d have spares in the car. It was something I�d have had to think about before I went in there. I�m not stupid.�
�I know you�re not,� he said. �But you�re also a young girl and I can�t imagine you have much experience of going up against people like that. It�s dangerous. You could have gotten yourself killed.�
She pursed her lips and tightened her jaw. He could see the glint of tears in the corner of her eye. �I�m the only one he�s got. He�s a good man. He didn�t deserve that. He doesn�t deserve it.�
He shook his head. In his almost sixty years, Clive had seen a lot of people get far worse than they deserved, and many people who lived charmed lives despite their cruelty and greed. There was no rhyme or reason to it. By rights, this was just one more case of life being unfair. He ought not to have been particularly fazed by it, but he was. Perhaps it was her age. Perhaps it was the fact that she�d stayed there, starving, in order to endanger herself and try and save that man.
Whatever it was, it seemed like a far better use of his time than guarding some old fool like Charles Mackintosh. He couldn�t save everyone; he�d abandoned his duty to even try. But could he do something to lift the weight from this girl�s shoulders?
�Look, let�s get to the farm and get some rest, eh? We�ll be able to think clearer then.�
She froze. �What do you mean, we?�
What were they going to do at the farm, exactly? Walk in the fields and spend their day tending to sheep? A crisis had erupted around them. He owed it to Olivia to get her to safety. After that�
He was highly trained in a way that the vast majority of the population wasn�t. And something about the girl�s story had crawled under his skin and was refusing to go away.
He was about to explain when his blood ran cold. There was something else besides the noisy old Renault engine. �Slow down for a moment,� he hissed, sitting forward and gripping the seat in front of him. �Ease off the accelerator.�
�Why?�
�I think I hear something.�
She did as he said, slamming on the brakes so hard that they all jolted forward, which woke Annie and Terry from their sleep.
�There was no need to do it quite so sharply. For all I know, it�s nothing.�
She sped up again without replying, this time throwing them back against their seats.
�Oh, for goodness sake.� What was she worked up about? �I only asked you to��
�I know what you asked me. And I slowed like you said. But then I didn�t need to.�
�What do you��
He fell silent when she pointed at her rearview mirror. He couldn�t see what she was seeing because of the angle it was tilted at, so he turned to look out the back. He almost collided with Olivia as he did. She�d been going at a fair speed all along, but now she�d sped up past that, to the point where the old engine was whining towards its limit. They were being thrown this way and that as she avoided the stationary cars and vans that dotted every lane of the motorway.
And then he understood. He didn�t see it at first, but then his eyes focused on it. A grey speck in the distance behind him. He�d been right. He�d heard it.
Surely not. It couldn�t be. It was too far away to tell what make of car it was. �What colour was their car?�
�What colour do you think?� she hissed. Now her eyes were focused only on the road ahead. �Keep an eye on them. Tell me if they start to close the gap.�
Clive watched, his heart thumping. Close the gap? There was no question of it. An XJS against their little Renault� How much time did they have? Not much.
�Can this thing go any faster?�
�What do you think? We�re already pushing it.�

37. Terry

Terry�s eyes were closed, but he hadn�t been sleeping. In fact, he wasn�t sure he�d ever be able to sleep again. Every time he closed his eyes, he pictured one of two things: the boy he�d shot and the flames whooshing around the old garage. Sometimes they morphed into one horrible image that made the hairs on his arms stand on end.
That was when they�d been driving normally. Now, all of a sudden, he was being thrown this way and that, often into Olivia beside him.
He opened his eyes and immediately he wished he hadn�t. Cars were coming at them at a frightening speed. The fact that they weren�t moving only made it seem worse.
�My God,� he muttered, feeling sick.
�It�s the men from the garage,� Clive said, without looking at him. He was staring out the back window so Terry turned to look too. �They�re following us.�
Terry frowned as he remembered everything Si had said about them. It didn�t help that he�d only been half paying attention. �How did they find us? We lost them earlier.�
�Same motorway. Could be a coincidence. Could be something else.�
�Are you sure they�re chasing us?�
Si snorted. �They have shotguns. They kidnapped Max. Let�s not give them the benefit of the doubt.�
Terry rubbed his eyes. �And I thought yesterday and this morning was the worst that could happen.�
No-one else said anything. They were all either staring ahead or behind. Terry watched the car. It was still some way behind them�it disappeared temporarily whenever there was a slight bend in the road. �How long have they been there?� He was transfixed by the other car.
�I don�t know. But they�re gaining on us.�
�Are they?� Si gasped. �I should have known. There�s no way we can outrun them in this.�
�What the hell are we going to do then?� Terry leant forward and craned his neck to look up at the sky. It had been fine earlier but it was dull again. At least it wasn�t raining: that would have made their breakneck speed even more hazardous. But he couldn�t tell what time it was or how long they�d been going.
�I don�t know. I�m going to keep my foot down; that�s all I know.�
They whizzed past a series of blue signs with white diagonal lines. It gave Terry an idea. �Why don�t we get off and try and lose them?� They were well out of London by now and the urban sprawl had given way to green hedges and rolling hills with sheep dotted around them. �There�s bound to be a barn or something we can hide in.�
Annie sighed heavily. �Okay, I�ve counted about five minutes. What do you think, Clive? How much have they gained on us?�
�It�s hard to tell,� he said. �Maybe two hundred yards? Maybe more. They�re certainly far closer than they were.�
She turned to Si. �I know none of us knows the area, but there�s no point in us trying to outrun them. They can afford to keep chasing us. They�ll get us eventually.�
�What are you saying?� Si spat. She looked tired. The intense concentration was clearly taking its toll. �That we should just give up?�
�No. I�m saying we should consider getting off the motorway and trying to lose them on smaller roads.�
�How far are we from your place?�
�Too far,� Annie said, looking out the window. �They�ll catch us long before we get there. Getting off is our only choice.�
Si shook her head. �It�s too risky. They�re only seconds behind us. One wrong turn and they�ll have us. I can�t get us away when I don�t know the roads and none of you can guide me.�
Terry was listening to all this without saying anything; thinking; taking stock. They whizzed past a service station on the other side of the road and it put an idea in his head. �What if�� he cleared his throat when it became clear none of them had heard him. �What if we don�t try and lose them. What if we trap them?�
The car fell as silent as it had ever been. Clive and Annie turned to look at him, waiting. He held his hands up, wishing he had more to give them.
�What are you thinking?�
�I don�t know. It�s just an idea that came into my head. We just passed a service station on the other side. There must be another coming up on this side. What if we pulled in there and waited.�
�They have shotguns,� Si said, almost as soon as he�d finished speaking.
�We have guns,� Terry said. He looked over at Clive expectantly, hoping the older man might jump at the idea and think of a watertight plan. As he did, he spotted a flash of green up ahead.
�Look. There�s a service station.�
�It�s about five hundred yards away,� Si said. �How much of a lead do we have on them?�
�About the same again. Five hundred yards or so.�
Terry shook his head. Maths wasn�t his strong point. But that didn�t matter. An idea had popped into his head. �They don�t know we�re armed, do they? In fact, they don�t know we�re with you.�
Si sighed �They wouldn�t. I don�t even know if they know about me. The only way is if Max told them�� her voice faltered. �And he wouldn�t have.�
�Well then.� He looked over at Clive who was watching him with interest as he clung to the side of the car to stop himself from falling on them. �For all they know, we�re a bunch of random frightened people.�
�So? They still have shotguns.�
He saw it so clearly now. He�d never thought of anything with such clarity before. The words came tumbling out and he waited for Clive to tell him it was a stupid plan; that it would never work.
But he didn�t.
Instead, he leant forward and squeezed the side of the front seat. �Did you hear that, Si? It�s risky, but it�s our only shot at getting rid of them once and for all.�
She nodded.
�Be ready.�
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Everyone apart from Si was twitchy with nerves as they looked out the back window at the ever-narrowing gap between them and the car pursuing them. It was so close now that Terry could have seen it was a Jag even if he hadn�t already known.
The problem was they had already passed the first service station he�d seen and none of them had any idea when they were going to pass another.
�It shouldn�t be too long,� Clive murmured. �Those things are everywhere.�
�Let�s hope not.�
Terry stared at the windscreen of the car behind. It was still too far away to see the men inside. Who the hell were they and why were they bothering to chase down a crappy old Renault? They obviously had decent cars at their disposal.
It was the girl, he realised with a start. They were after her. She said they didn�t know about her, but they must have done. Why else would they have come back?
He turned and looked at the back of her head. Hadn�t those men done enough to her? He gritted his teeth. They were no different from the kids who�d stolen his water or the customers who�d rounded on him for trying to help a young woman in need.
And he�d had enough of that. He was starting to make sense of his shock at having shot that young man. It didn�t matter if people judged him or not. The world had changed. He�d done what he thought was right. He didn�t need to beat himself up.
But there were other consequences of that. Terry breathed out slowly as a new certainty washed over him. It was time to stop looking to others for approval. This was his time. There were no labels anymore. He wasn�t �just� a supermarket worker or a single man in his forties or whatever.
�I�ll do it,� he muttered. This was what it was about; not sitting around in his flat watching life pass him by and feeling bitter at other people for it.
�No,� Clive said quickly. �It�s too risky.�
This time, Terry wouldn�t be convinced otherwise. It was happening. �I�m bigger,� he said with a smile that hid the nerves that had started churning in the pit of his stomach. �I can distract them; you can finish it off if need be. It�s better this way. You have a wife. The rest of you�� he pointed to Si. �Make sure she finds him, eh?�
There was silence after that. None of them tried to talk him out of it, which was just as well. His mind was made up.
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�I see a service station,� Si said, knocking them all from their thoughts.
Terry sat upright and stared out the windscreen. The Jaguar was now close enough that they�d decided to go for the next exit if they didn�t come across a service station first. He took in what he was seeing. �It�s perfect. Set back from the road.� He glanced back over his shoulder and felt a wave of apprehension. �Maybe we left it too late. If they�re right behind us down the slip road, we�ll never be able to��
�Leave it to me,� Si said.
They drove on in silence for a few more seconds, and the service area got closer and closer until Terry could read the name on the sign over the forecourt. �Now,� Terry yelped. �Get off.�
Si floored the accelerator. The old Renault juddered and shook as they bolted down the exit lane. Terry held his breath. It was hard to say whether their last-minute injection of speed was enough, but it was all they could do. There was no way the old car could have maintained that speed for longer.
He swallowed. It was almost time.
�Terry, you don�t have to do this, you know. We�ll find another��
�No. This gives us the best shot.� He did his best to smile. �I�m well-padded. I�ll be alright.�
�Okay. If you�re sure.�
Terry�s heart hammered. He grabbed the door release with one hand and used the other to steady himself. He had to be ready to jump at the right time. His gun was shoved down the back of his jeans, ready for him to grab when he got in position. They turned a corner and he took in the layout. Yes, there it was. The carwash, over beyond a row of shop fronts and the petrol station itself.
�Go,� Clive hissed.
Terry threw open his door. Si had slammed on the brakes, but the car was still moving at considerable speed. He jumped out, crouching low and almost stumbling from the momentum of the moving car. But he kept himself upright somehow. He ran behind the first of the buildings and waited, heart thumping.
It was worse being alone. Now his thoughts swirled in his head. He�d never done anything like this before. He rubbed the back of his arm against his forehead. He was sweating.
Was it any wonder?
The roar of a second engine nearby told him the Jaguar had followed them in. He took a breath and waited.
This was it. Forty-five years of coasting and waiting for life to happen. Would he see forty-six?
Four car doors slammed in quick succession.
It was time.

38. Si

Si swallowed. Hearing those doors slam shut hit harder than she�d expected because it sent her straight back to two days earlier when she�d seen Max for the last time. She blinked. It wasn�t the time to let it get to her.
She looked around at the others. They looked just as worried as she felt. �Do you think this will work?�
�I don�t know. But it was this or let them run us off the road.�
�Shh. Listen.�
It had seemed like a clever plan when he first said it, but now she couldn�t help but poke holes in it. They were depending on a lot of things to happen. Would they? She didn�t dare to look out just in case they saw her. Where were they?
She closed her eyes and inhaled. By now, Clive had moved to the other end of the car wash and left her standing with Annie. The place smelled like stagnant water and industrial strength cleaners.
Get a grip, she told herself. These are the guys you were planning to kill on your own. You can do this.
She�d never been more thankful for having been dragged anywhere against her will. What would have happened if they�d accepted her trade and left her at the scrapyard alone with a gun? She shuddered to think of it.
�Hello,� said a voice. She recognised it and it froze her to the spot with fear. �We can see you.�
She tapped Annie�s arm and nodded furiously when the woman turned to her. She didn�t trust herself to speak. It�s them. That�s them.
Annie looked over her head and something passed between her and Clive.
�Come on, now,� the man who�d paraded in front of Max said in a horrible sing-song voice that set her teeth on edge. �Come out before I have to go in there. It won�t be pretty. I just want to talk.�
Si held her breath.
Four doors. Four men.
Five of them, but only three guns. The confined space began to feel less like a stroke of genius and more like a prison cell. They had tried to convince her to stay in the car with Olivia but she couldn�t; not when there was so much at stake. She needed to be the one�
There was a loud bang from close by that made her jump in fright even though she�d been prepared for it.
�Now,� Clive hissed urgently.
He and Annie disappeared out into the forecourt leaving her alone. She wanted to peer around the corner and see what was happening, but a second gunshot made her flatten herself against the car and squeeze her eyes closed.
There was a third blast that sounded different to the others, immediately followed by a fourth. Si clamped her hands over her ears. By the time the fifth shot rang out, she was shaking uncontrollably.
No.
Something drove her out of there. It was the thought of Max. Hiding in the car wash wasn�t going to help him.
She forced one foot in front of the other and marched out of there unsteadily, as if she might fall over at any moment.
She felt woozy at the thought of what she might find. No-one was talking. There was a low moan but it was so indistinct she couldn�t say for sure whether it was male or female.
She came out of the carwash, bumping against the front of the car which she�d parked so it deliberately stuck out a foot or two.
Relief welled up inside her as she saw Annie and Clive cautiously approaching four figures on the ground. Si started to run towards them, but stopped. There was a fifth figure on the ground behind the Jaguar.
�Terry,� she croaked, stumbling forward. �He�s been hit. Oh God!�
She forgot about her immediate mission; the thing that had been driving her for the past several days. She had to get to him. He�d been the one to hold his hand up for the worst job of all. They�d all been at risk, but Terry especially. If those men had suspected that the carwash was a trap and drove around the back of the building instead, Terry would have found himself cornered with no-one to back him up.
Her heart flipped as she reached him and fell to her knees in front of him. Not that this way was a better deal.
A thick halo of almost-black blood had oozed around him. His eyes flickered, but weakly.
�Terry?�
He didn�t seem to have heard her.
�Oh my God,� Annie gasped when she reached them. �Terry!�
He didn�t respond. He was clutching his chest.
Si scrambled to her feet and ran blindly back to the car wash, where the door of the Renault was still closed.
�Olivia!� she cried. �Olivia, we need you!�
The woman looked at her with glassy eyes. Clive had given her more pills when they realised the Jaguar was chasing them.
�Come on,� Si said, tugging on her arm. �Please. Terry�s been shot.�
Olivia didn�t respond. Si gave up. There wasn�t time. She ran back to where the four men lay. Clive had taken their weapons and was waddling over to where Annie knelt, desperately trying to stem the blood.
Si faltered.
There was nothing she could do. There was two of them. Clive was a policeman�he must have known some first aid.
She stared down at the familiar faces lying on the ground. She felt nothing. She looked up. She didn�t want to bother Clive�he had more important things to do. Now she wished she�d thought to ask him for one of the guns.
Her heart sank. What if they were all dead? Red rage descended over her at the thought of them getting away easily.
She clenched her fists and hunkered down beside the older man. He�d been shot in the throat. Now she was closer, she could hear a faint gurgling sound that meant he was breathing.
It had been the plan all along. Clive had explained it patiently�they had to shoot to kill. It was the safest option. It was too risky to try and aim for an arm or a leg with all that adrenaline flooding their bodies. They�d likely miss and they might not have an opportunity to fire again.
She looked down at him feeling no pity, just loathing. It was his own fault he was in this situation.
He didn�t seem to have noticed her presence.
Bile rose up in her stomach. She unclenched her fist and slapped him across the face. He moved like a rag doll, putting up no resistance whatsoever.
�Where is he?� she shouted. �What did you do with him?�
The gurgling sound intensified. She wasn�t sure, but it looked like he was smiling and she was sure he hadn�t been before. His fingers jerked towards her and she shifted away before he could reach her.
Was he trying to say something? It was impossible to tell. The sound of blood sucking in and out of the wound in his neck made her feel sick. She moved to the next man.
He was silent. She felt for a pulse and couldn�t find one. She paused at the sight of the heavy gold bracelet at his wrist�it was engraved in fancy script. Could she use it to track him down? She dismissed that thought immediately. Too slow now there was no way of searching online. And she didn�t want to know his name. To her, these people were no better than animals after the way they�d treated Max.
Shaking her head, Si made herself get up and move to the other two. They were a short distance away from the others. She ignored the third and moved straight to the forth, who was lying on his front. Judging by the trails of blood at his feet, he had attempted to drag himself back to the car.
She kicked his shoulder and rolled him on to his front. His t-shirt was covered in blood, which was coming from a wound in his chest. But he was alive. He looked up at her.
�It�s you,� he gasped. �Oh god, it�s you.�
�What? What does that mean?� He couldn�t have seen her at the garage. She�d been careful to hide and they wouldn�t have just driven off without her.
�Just put me out of my misery, yeah?�
She hunkered down in front of him. �Where�s Max?�
His pained gasps paused and he frowned. �Max?�
�Don�t pretend you don�t know. I saw you take him.�
�I don�t know,� he said, shaking his head before wincing and becoming still again. �I don�t know anyone called Max.�
She closed her eyes. She had come so close�she wasn�t going to fail now. Covering her hand with the thick sleeve of her jacket, she jammed two fingers into the open wound on his chest.
He screamed and tried to wriggle away from her, but he was too weakened by his injury.
�Where is he? Tell me. Where�s Max. He�s a mechanic. That�s why they took him.�
�I don�t know,� he screamed, eyes closed and face contorted in a look of horror she knew she�d never forget. �I don�t know! Zane told me to come. Harry wasn�t happy with��
�Who�s Zane? Who�s Harry?�
He shook his head. �Over there. Zane�s over��
�Well then who�s Harry?� she dug her fingers in even deeper, wincing at the thought of what she was doing but driven by a loyalty deeper than any sense of revulsion. �Who? Tell me.�
�I don�t� I�m just� Harry Harman. He�s��
�He�s what?�
Before he could finish, he jerked and froze, like he was possessed. Si gagged and pulled her hand away. She jumped to her feet and shrugged out of her jacket, wanting it off her despite the chill in the air.
He was dead, she knew. She didn�t have to feel for a pulse.
Harry Harman.
She moved over to the last guy, intending to find out where this Harry Harman was based, but he was dead too.
Dead end.
She moved over to the others feeling suddenly numb. At some point, Clive or Annie must have run back to the car to get the bag of medical supplies, because there were swabs and wipes lying on the tarmac beside them.
�How is he?� she asked. She felt woozy from the adrenaline leaving her system.
�Not good,� Annie said, without looking up.
Si looked around. There was still no sign of Olivia. She bit the inside of her cheek. Her eyes landed on the shop. All the glass in the door was broken and she could see even from outside that the place had been torn apart. There was junk everywhere. Various bits of newspapers and magazines were blowing around outside.
She pictured Graham. Alcohol wasn�t his only vice; not by far. But it was the worst. He was into prescription drugs too, and the rest. She liked it best when he took Xanax, because it gave him that dreamy, faraway look that meant he was at peace with the world for once.
Except for that time he�d taken a few pills and forgotten about his jobcentre appointment a few hours later. It had been Si who�d made cup after cup of coffee and made him drink it. Not because she cared about him, but because she knew he�d be unbearable if he lost his dole.
She started to run towards the shop, praying there was something in there that might cut through Olivia�s haze.

39. Clive

Clive gripped the wheel and tried not to look in the rearview mirror. They�d done all they could. He thought about asking Olivia how she was doing, but decided against it.
She�d gagged as she drank the stale coffee, but it was doing the trick. He didn�t expect she would have been allowed to work in a hospital or drive a car in the state she was in, but she was better than she had been before.
Even in this state, Olivia was a better prospect for Terry than him and Annie together.
He shook his head. Thank goodness they�d stopped at the pharmacy. If they hadn�t�
He blinked and reminded himself to keep his eyes on the road. Anne and Si were in the old Renault up ahead. He had insisted on taking the Jaguar even though he saw the haunted look in Si�s eyes when he said it. It was essential. They couldn�t all crowd into the same car with Terry in this state. At least now, Olivia had some space to work on him.
Of course, it had been a risk to move him and it would have been better for her to work on him where he lay, but it was getting dark. They had had to move.
Clive wasn�t a religious man, but he said a quiet prayer in his head now. Terry had to pull through. He must have known the risks going into this. That made it even worse.
He sighed. What else were they going to run into that night? Would they ever make it to the farmhouse?
He looked in the mirror again. He couldn�t stop himself, even though he knew his attention was best kept on the road. They must have been getting closer to a big town because there were a lot more obstacles to avoid now. Olivia was so focused on tending to Terry that she didn�t notice he was watching.
He looked back at the road. The sky was beginning to glow orange with that intense late afternoon light one only saw in winter. It was a beautiful evening, he realised.
He sped up. The Renault was beginning to move away. Annie had given him the address of the farm and directions, but he�d prefer to keep them in his sights since he had no map to rely on. In all the panic over Terry, none of them had thought to check the shop for maps.
He glanced in the mirror. Terry�s face was a bluish shade of pale and he didn�t look like he�d moved since they all worked together to lift him into the back of the Jaguar as gently as possible.
�Is he alive?� he whispered.
�Yes, of course he is,� his wife muttered. �Though he�s in a bad way. How long until we get to the house?�
Clive shook his head. He wasn�t familiar with this part of the country. �I don�t know. Not long, I hope.�
That all depended on the road, of course. At this rate, they might make it in an hour. That was the best case scenario. The worst? Well, it didn�t bear thinking about now. They were all spent and exhausted.
�It�s okay, love,� Olivia murmured, patting Terry�s cheek. �We�ll get you to safety. You�re very brave.�
Clive glanced at Terry�s still form in the mirror. �He is. Very brave.� All his frustrations at the man had disappeared. He�d done exactly what he�d said he would. It had been a dangerous task.
I�m off my game, he thought. That thought had been plaguing him ever since the standoff. What if he�d been quicker off the mark? Then those men wouldn�t have had a chance to get a shot off and Terry might not be in this state.
The guy needed a hospital, not the back of a filthy car. But there wouldn�t be any hospitals. A doctor, perhaps, but how would they find one? He glanced at Olivia before returning his attention to the road.
She had been the best there was; two years ago, he wouldn�t have even hesitated to leave Terry in her hands. Now? His heart sank. It felt like a betrayal to even think that way. Could she be as good with a load of diazepam and caffeine rushing around in her system? Was it simply a case of the two cancelling each other out, like Si had been so adamant they would? Well, to look at her work, it certainly seemed like it.
He smiled. As worried as he was, it felt good to see another glimpse of the woman she once was.
Focus on driving, he told himself. We�re not out of danger yet.
His heart accelerated at the sight of two articulated trucks up ahead. There were only two lanes on the road now, and from this vantage point, it looked like they were side-by-side. Si�s car didn�t slow down. His stomach clenched as she moved between the trucks at speed. He tried to judge the gap. The big Jaguar was wider than the Renault. And he was trying to drive as smoothly as possible for Terry�s sake. He kept his foot on the accelerator: he trusted his depth perception, even though his gut instinct was to slam on the brakes. He powered right through the gap.
Olivia hadn�t even noticed the daunting sight, she was so focused on Terry.
He should have been relieved, but he wasn�t. It had been a close call. What if they happened upon a crash that had blocked the whole road? What then? They�d have to carry on on foot. He hadn�t even thought about that possibility, but now it began to worry him. He swallowed. They needed options. And now, before it was too dark.
But they didn�t have options, that was the frustrating thing. They had to go with the hand they�d been dealt and deal with whatever lay around the corner.
He gritted his teeth. He was too old for this emotional see-saw, especially after a year away from the front line.
They passed yet another sign for an exit. Clive glanced at it. He�d given up looking for anything familiar. He�d worked in London for decades and any geographical knowledge about other parts of England had long since been crowded out of his brain.
This time, though, his eyes caught on one of the places listed. Sheffield. He might not have known much about the north of England, but he knew that was in Yorkshire.
For the first time, Clive allowed himself to hope. Maybe they�d get out of this after all; against all the odds.

40. Annie

Annie gnawed on a snagged fingernail, trying to smooth it out with her teeth. She tried to stop herself looking out the rear window, but she couldn�t help it. Yes, the Jaguar was still there, not that that told her anything. How was Terry? Right before they left, they�d force-fed Olivia multiple cups of cold coffee from the service station. Had it been enough?
She stared at the Jaguar�s lights. Clive was to signal if there was urgent danger: flash once to keep going; twice to stop. They�d come up with some equivalent system involving the Renault�s brake lights�Annie couldn�t recall what it was now. Her attention span was shot. One minute she was in the present; the next she was imagining herself at the farmhouse with Dan; the next she was reliving the little kick of the gun in her hands as she popped off the bullet that had killed one of those men.
She closed her eyes. She�d been on the verge of tears since they got on the road again and she couldn�t stop it.
�It�s just a physical reaction,� Si said, glancing at her. �You don�t have to be so embarrassed.�
�What is? And can you please keep your eyes on the road?�
�You. You�re being so weird about crying. Of course you�re crying. Think of what you�ve seen today.�
Annie watched her closely. �And you�re not? You don�t seem affected at all.�
Si shrugged. �No. I guess not. Maybe I cried myself dry when they took Max.�
�Maybe.�
Annie stared out the window as the trees blurred past. They were so close now, it was unbearable. She started to think of all the things that could go wrong before they reached the farm.
What if they�d come all this way for nothing?
She shook her head and tried to laugh at her fearfulness after everything she�d been through that day. What was the use in trying to protect herself from something bad? They�d deal with it if they had to.
Dan.
She�d missed him more than she�d even allowed herself to acknowledge.
What if he�s gone looking for me?
It was a very real possibility. She knew there was a chance she could get in and find a note on the kitchen table saying he�d gone looking for her. It wasn�t like they�d ever talked about something like this happening. But surely he knew she�d set out for home no matter what�
�It�s this exit.� There was a lump in her throat. She couldn�t shift it, no matter how hard she tried.
Si raced up the slip road.
�Straight through the roundabout. Then keep going straight until the next roundabout. Then go right.�
Annie tried to relax. They were almost there. The roads were deserted. Couldn�t she assume it was safe now?
She knew better than that.
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The old Renault bumped over another pothole. Annie�s nerves were ragged.
�Sorry,� Si muttered. �These are the worst roads I�ve ever seen.�
�You�re supposed to avoid the potholes, not drive straight into them. Take this next left up ahead.�
She closed her eyes and clung onto the dash as Si barely took the turn in third gear.
�Be careful.� She turned and looked behind her. �Wait for the others. This road gets windy.�
�Windier than it is now? I�m sorry. I�m not used to driving on country roads.�
Annie sighed. �We�re almost there.�
Si pulled off the road and waited until the others took their turn. �He must be doing okay,� she said, accelerating off again. �Otherwise they�d be going a bit faster.�
�I don�t know. Maybe Clive is trying to drive as smoothly as possible.� She dreaded to think about what was going on in that Jaguar. �We�re turning right up here. Use your indicators so the others know we�re turning.�
�Jeez,� Si muttered. �You don�t need to tell me how to drive.�
�I�m sorry. I�m just�� what was she? Nervous? Excited? At the end of her tether? She didn�t know. �I� What if he�s not there?�
It was the question she�d been afraid to ask out loud, but now she couldn�t avoid it. The thought of seeing him again was what had propelled her through their nightmare journey over the past few days. The risk had always been there at the back of her mind, she�d just been to busy to focus on it.
Si shrugged. �Where would he be?�
�I don�t know. Maybe he thought I was taking too long and he decided to come looking for me.�
�That would�ve been pretty stupid. Aren�t there lots of ways you could have come?�
Annie winced. �You don�t have to be so negative.�
�Forgive me if I don�t really care,� Si said, turning to her as she took the turn onto Annie�s road. �Max is still out there somewhere. And this is delaying me from finding him.�
�Can you not,� Annie hissed through gritted teeth, �look at me whilst you�re driving? It�s not safe.�
�Life�s not safe anymore.�
Annie sighed. �Stop being so melodramatic,� she said, though she felt guilty as soon as the words were out of her mouth. The girl had obviously been through a lot. They all had. �I told you I�d help you find him when��
She caught sight of the rickety wooden platform on the hill. It was the highest point on their land and Dan had built it so they could lie under the stars on mild nights. They�d spent hours up there, whispering and plotting and planning.
�What?�
�Nothing,� she whispered, not wanting to share the precious memory. �It�s not far now.�
By now, every tree; every defunct electricity pole was achingly familiar. The rusted gates. The abandoned farmhouse. The blind junction that wasn�t as dangerous as it looked, since only locals came this way and they knew to beep their horn before emerging from the little laneway they were now whizzing past.
Annie closed her eyes as Si drove hard into a corner and she was thrown against the door. �It�s the next house on the left. Not far now.�
Even the bumps in the road were familiar now. She counted down the seconds, her heart in her mouth as she wondered if he�d be there. He had to be there, didn�t he?
Unless he came looking for you.
She swallowed as Si slowed down and crunched onto the gravel driveway. Home.
Her eyes flickered open. There was a light on. She could see the dim glow through the glass in the door. It looked like it was coming from the kitchen at the back of the house. That should have filled her with relief, but it didn�t.
It was a cold night, but she couldn�t smell the wood burner. That made no sense. Dan was always cold. Sometimes he lit that fire on summer evenings if it had been raining and the air felt damp.
Si stopped the car and reached for the keys.
�Don�t,� Annie muttered, reaching for the door handle.
�What? I�m not going to leave it running all night. It�s not like we can go to the petrol station and fuel up.�
�Just�� she opened the door and climbed out. If she�d thought the events at the garage had shaken her, it was nothing compared to the anxiety she felt now.
The Jaguar crunched down the driveway as she reached the front door. She didn�t have her keys�she hadn�t thought of grabbing them in the rush to leave London. She�d just assumed Dan would be there.
She held her breath and raised her hand to knock on the door. She hesitated. Could she handle it? She turned away and looked at the Jaguar. She turned back. They were strangers.
She was overwhelmed�she hadn�t expected to be. Even standing there in the porch; the wooden doorjamb with the scratch where the earlier red paint showed through under the more neutral grey they had compromised on. The tiles they�d put down and ripped up several times until Dan was happy with the spacing. The hanging basket of flowers, long dead now, that she�d put up there with the best of intentions.
It was home.
And she was here, against all the odds.
She took another deep breath. What am I waiting for?
She knocked.
Waited.
Knocked again.
There was still no answer.
She closed her eyes. She�d never allowed herself to dwell on this possibility.
She turned and started. Olivia had come up behind her without her noticing.
�Do you have a spare key? We need to get Terry inside as soon as possible.�
She nodded. Of course. They left one under a pot at the back. She stepped out of the porch and hurried around the corner. The gravel crunched somewhere in front of her. She froze. All of the others were by the cars. There was no-one�
A second later, she was looking down the barrel of a gun.
�No,� she cried, reaching for her own weapon. Had it really come to this? Two hundred miles across hell only to be shot on her own doorstep?
Not without a fight.
�Annie?�
The gun lowered and a moment later, a man stepped out from the side of the house. It was getting dark, but she�d know him anywhere.
�Dan!� she cried, heart thumping. �Is that a��
She put her gun back in her pocket and he lowered his shotgun to the floor. She ran to him and leapt into his arms, crying big ugly tears of relief.
�Annie, thank goodness. I was so worried.�
She closed her eyes and relished the feeling of his strong arms around her. He�d grown a beard. Slowly, she felt herself pulled back to the present.
�Dan, I�ll explain everything later. Terry�s been shot. We need to get him inside.�
�Shot?�
She nodded. There was a lot to tell him. �Later.�
[image: ]
Annie sat by the empty woodburner with a generous glass of scotch. Si had gone to bed. Dan was helping Olivia and Clive with Terry. Annie didn�t have the energy left to help. She looked around the achingly familiar room. Something stopped her from loading up the wood burner and starting a fire even though she was freezing.
She didn�t hear Dan come into the room. She looked up at him. The warm light of the oil lamp should have been flattering, but it wasn�t. He�d aged five years since the last time she�d seen him a few weeks earlier.
She swallowed. �How is he?�
�Olivia�s done everything she can. It�s a waiting game now. He seems stable, though.�
She looked down at her glass, which was sweating despite the lack of ice. �What�s going on, Dan? We have lots of firewood in the shed. Why no fire?� She glanced over at the corner of the room, where he�d propped up his gun. �And what�s with that? I thought you were dead against guns?�
There was a dead look in his eyes. He crossed the room and hunkered down in front of her, resting his hands on her knees. �I�m glad I listened to my gut. I knew you�d come back, but there were times I wanted to pack a bag and come looking for you.�
She stroked his cheek. �I�m glad you didn�t.�
�What happened to you lot out there? Terry shot. The rest of you� You all seem like you�re about to jump out of your skin.�
She thought about it for a few moments and shrugged. �It�s a long story. I�ll fill you in tomorrow. The main thing is we�re safe now. That�s all that�s kept me going these past few days.�
The haunted look returned to his eyes.
She wanted to ignore it; to appreciate everything she still had, but she couldn�t. �What is it, Dan? You�re acting weird.�
He sighed. Finally, he spoke. �Oh, Annie. I wish I could tell you that you�re safe now and everything�s going to be fine. But I can�t.�
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