
[image: Cover for The Enemy]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

CHARLIE HIGSON isn’t only the writer of the critically acclaimed The Enemy series. Nor is he just the creator of Young Bond, which has been translated into more than twenty languages. He’s a master storyteller, comedian, actor, Swiss Toni, scriptwriter and former rock star – albeit this guise, like the pierced ear, is now behind him. On leaving university he formed a band (The Higsons) before giving it up to become a painter and decorator. It was around this time that he started writing for television on Saturday Night Live. He went on to create the hugely successful comedy series The Fast Show, in which he also appeared. Other TV works include The Harry Enfield Television Programme and Randall and Hopkirk (Deceased). His work for radio includes the awardwinning spoof radio series Down the Line (BBC Radio 4), which became the television comedy series Bellamy’s People (BBC 2).

You can tweet Charlie @monstroso.




Books by Charlie Higson

The Young Bond series:

SILVERFIN

BLOOD FEVER

DOUBLE OR DIE

HURRICANE GOLD

BY ROYAL COMMAND

DANGER SOCIETY: YOUNG BOND DOSSIER

SILVERFIN: THE GRAPHIC NOVEL

The Enemy series:

THE ENEMY

THE DEAD

THE FEAR

THE SACRIFICE

THE FALLEN

THE HUNTED

THE END

MONSTROSO (POCKET MONEY PUFFINS)




Praise for

CHARLIE HIGSON

‘Lord of the Flies with zombies … tons of nail-biting action!’

Rick Riordan, global bestselling author of the Percy Jackson series

‘The Enemy scores high with its brutal vision of a post-apocalyptic world’

Financial Times

‘Clever … fast paced … inventive’

Guardian

‘Higson has got the balance of blood and gore just right’

Daily Mirror

‘Brutal, blood-soaked, full of zombies … It’s ace’

FHM

‘Adrenaline-inducing’

Sunday Times

‘Entertainment of the highest calibre’

Books Quarterly

‘Ruthless’

SFX

‘Good, gritty and funny’

Daily Mail

‘Charlie Higson’s Young Bond books get an A*’

GQ




Charlie Higson



THE ENEMY

[image: Penguin Random House]




For Sidney. Who dreams about zombies.

[image: ]



1

[image: ]
Small Sam was playing in the car park behind Waitrose when the grown-ups took him. He’d been with some of the little kids, having a battle with an odd assortment of action figures, when it happened. They weren’t supposed to play outside without a guard, but it was a lovely sunny day and the little kids got bored indoors. Sam wasn’t the youngest of the group, but he was the smallest. That’s why they called him Small Sam. There had originally been two other Sams, Big Sam and Curly Sam, who had curly hair. Big Sam had been killed a few months ago, but Small Sam was stuck with the name.

It was probably because of his size that the grown-ups went for him. They were like that – they picked out the youngsters, the weaklings, the little ones. In the panic of the attack the rest of Sam’s gang got back safely inside, but Sam was cut off and the roving pack of grown-ups trapped him in a corner.

They had come over the side wall, led by a big mother in a tracksuit that might once have been pink but was now so filthy and greasy it looked like grey plastic. She had a fat, egg-like body on top of long skinny legs. Her back was bent and she ran stooped over, but surprisingly fast, her arms held wide like a scorpion’s claws, her dirty blonde hair hanging straight down. Her face blank and stupid. Breathing through her mouth.

Small Sam was too scared even to scream or call for help, and the grown-ups made no noise, so the whole scene was played out in horrible silence. The mother blocked off the route back towards the building while two lanky fathers ran at him from either side. Sam dodged them for a few seconds, but he knew they’d get hold of him in the end. By the time help came from inside, the grown-ups were gone back over the wall, with Sam stuffed inside a sack.

Maxie led a group of bigger kids out into the car park. Even though they were armed with spears and clubs and good throwing rocks they moved cautiously, not knowing exactly what to expect.

‘We’re too late,’ said Callum, scanning the empty car park. ‘They’ve got him.’

‘Shame,’ said a stocky, dark-haired kid called Josh. ‘I liked him. He was funny.’

‘That’s the second attack this week,’ said Maxie angrily. ‘What’s going on? Either the grown-ups are closing in on us or they’re getting braver.’

‘They ain’t brave,’ said Josh, spitting on the ground. ‘If they was still here I’d show them brave. I’d mash their ugly faces. Nothing scares me.’

‘So why were they here?’ asked Maxie.

‘They’re just hungry,’ said Josh.

‘We’re all hungry,’ said Callum.

‘We should have been here,’ said Maxie. ‘We should have been watching over them.’

‘We can’t be everywhere at once,’ Callum pointed out. ‘There’s not enough of us, not with Arran out with the scavs. Our job’s to keep a look-out from the roof. The little kids knew they weren’t supposed to be out here. Nobody should be out here. We should all stay inside.’

‘We can’t stay inside all day,’ scoffed Josh. ‘We’d go crazy.’

‘It’s good inside,’ said Callum.

‘You’re just scared to come outside,’ said Josh with a smirk.

‘No I ain’t,’ said Callum. ‘No more scared than you.’

‘Nothing scares me,’ said Josh.

‘Then you’re just stupid,’ said Callum.

‘Nah,’ said Josh. ‘The thing about grown-ups is, some of them are strong, some of them can run fast and some of them are clever, but the strong ones are slow, the fast ones are stupid and the smart ones are weak.’

‘Tell that to Small Sam,’ said Maxie angrily, ‘and to Big Sam and Johnno, and Eve and Mohammed and all the other kids we’ve lost.’

‘Grown-ups won’t get me,’ said Josh.

‘What?’ said Callum. ‘So it was their fault they got taken? Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Yeah, I am,’ said Josh.

‘Shut up,’ Maxie snapped at the two of them. Then she said the thing that nobody wanted to admit. ‘We can’t go on like this.’ Her voice was heavy with bitterness. ‘Soon we’re all going to be dead. I can’t stand it any more.’

She threw down the spear she had been carrying and sat on the ground, resting her head in her hands.

It was her fault. That was all she could think. It was all her fault.

When Arran was away she was supposed to be in charge. She couldn’t remember when it had been decided – Arran was the leader, she was second in command – it must have happened early on, when most of the kids had been too frightened and confused to do anything for themselves. Arran and Maxie had just got on with it, organizing everyone, keeping their spirits up. Arran was clever and likeable. Right from the start he’d kept his head and not panicked. He’d been captain of the football team at William Ellis School and nothing ever seemed to freak him out.

The two of them had worked together. A team. Maxie had always been good at getting other children to help out. There were better fighters than her, true, but they were happy for her to tell them what to do. They didn’t want the responsibility. And when Arran wasn’t there, she was the leader.

So, it was all her fault. Another kid gone. She shut down part of her mind. She didn’t want to think about what the grown-ups would do to Small Sam.

She started to cry. She didn’t care who saw it.

Callum looked at Josh. They both felt awkward. In the end it was Josh who squatted down next to her and put an arm round her shoulders.

‘It’s all right, Max,’ he said quietly. ‘We’ll be all right. Something’ll happen, someone will come. Something’s gonna change. When Arran and the others get back we’ll talk about it maybe, yeah? Make a plan?’

‘What’s the point?’ said Maxie.

‘When Arran gets back, yeah?’

Maxie looked up into Josh’s concerned, grubby face.

‘Sorry,’ she said.

‘Come on,’ said Callum. ‘Let’s try and find out how they got over the wall. Then we should get back inside.’

‘Yeah.’ Maxie jumped up. It was OK as long as you were doing something, as long as you didn’t stop and think.

She wished Arran were here, though. She always felt safer when he was around.

It was just… What was he going to think?

Another kid gone.

All her fault.
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A burster was lying in the middle of the road. A father by the looks of it, though it was hard to tell. He had the familiar look of a vegetable, or a piece of fruit, left too long in the sun. The skin blackened, shrivelled and split, the overripe flesh inside squeezing out. His insides had turned to mush. This was what happened if any grown-up lived long enough to let the disease run its full course. They literally burst.

Arran prodded the body with his trainer. As he did so the skin popped, and a stream of pus oozed out followed by a bright pink blossom of soft fat.

Arran was leading the scavenger party. Tall, fair-haired and athletic. He had a knife in his belt and carried a pickaxe handle as a club.

‘Gross,’ sniggered the boy at his side, who had a shock of curly hair bleached almost white.

‘Come on. We don’t have time for this.’ Arran turned his back on the corpse and carried on up the Holloway Road. When the disaster first happened the kids had been appalled and fascinated by dead bodies. Now they were used to them. They hardly even noticed them. A burster, though, was still a little special.

The scavenger party took up their positions with Arran and trudged on. They hadn’t gone another hundred yards, however, before the bleach-haired boy, Deke, slowed down.

‘What’s that?’

They stopped and listened.

‘Dogs,’ said another boy and he moved to the front. He was shorter than Arran and not as strong. He had proved time and time again, though, that fighting was not all about strength. Arran was the leader, but Achilleus was the best fighter of them all, with a wiry build, dark eyes and olive skin. He spent most of his spare time shaving elaborate patterns into his short hair. He could be moody and sarcastic and quick to lose his temper, but nobody much minded because he’d saved them all many times with his combat skills. He moved fast, used his brain and was utterly ruthless in a fight.

They waited. They could hear the dogs long before they saw them. A cacophony of howling, yelping and barking. All jumbled together it sounded like a single mad beast.

Achilleus levelled his spear, pointing it towards the noise. It was made from a metal spike he’d found on a building site. It had a heavy lump at one end and he’d sharpened the other into a vicious point. It was perfect for keeping grownups at bay. He could stab with the front, and use the back end to batter them. It was definitely not for throwing. Too precious for that.

Arran took up a defensive position behind him, next to Freak and Deke. Freak and Deke were a team, best mates. Before the disaster they’d taken to the streets armed only with spray-cans. Their tag was ‘Freaky-Deaky’ and it could be seen all over Tufnell Park and Camden Town, sprayed on walls and shutters, stencilled on to the pavements, scratched on the glass in bus shelters. They knew all the back ways, all the alleys and short cuts. Freak, whose real name was David, had close-cropped hair and a thin, pinched face. He was always sniffing. Deke was the bigger of the two. He was good-looking and would have been popular with the girls if he hadn’t spent all his time with Freak. The two were inseparable, always finishing each other’s sentences and laughing at each other’s jokes. Freak carried an axe and Deke a sledgehammer. They were mainly for knocking down doors and opening windows, although, if needed, they could be used as weapons.

The last in the group was Ollie. Small and red-haired, the cleverest of them all. He had sharp eyes and could think quickly. He kept himself to himself and most of the time he kept quiet. But, when he did speak, people listened. Arran would often ask Ollie for advice, and it was never seen as a weakness. Ollie always knew the best thing to do.

As the barking of the dogs grew louder Ollie stepped back and to one side, keeping a clear line of sight. His weapon was a slingshot that he had taken from a sports shop. It was a powerful hunter’s model, with a pistol grip and a metal brace that fitted over his forearm. He drew the elastic back and tucked a heavy steel ball into the worn leather pouch.

Whenever the kids were out of camp they travelled in a group of at least four. One to look ahead and lead the way, two to check the sides, and one to watch their backs. But, as Freak and Deke always worked together, there were five of them today. They had learnt early on to move down the middle of the roads, rather than to stay out of sight among the buildings along the sides. Grown-ups could hide in the shadows and grab you from the darkness. They weren’t such a threat in the open, because on the whole they didn’t move fast enough. The biggest danger was if you got surrounded. In a mass the grown-ups were a real threat, bigger and heavier than the kids, and diseased. Grown-ups were rarely organized enough to plan any real strategy, though, and for the most part they came lumbering out in a pack from the side. Then the best thing to do was run.

Anything to avoid a fight.

Dogs were different, however. Unpredictable. Dangerous.

‘Are they coming our way?’ said Freak, scratching his stubbly head.

‘Think so,’ said Ollie, his slingshot creaking.

‘Let them,’ said Achilleus. ‘I’m ready.’

‘It gets more dangerous every time we come out,’ said Arran.

‘Tell me about it,’ said Deke, nervously twisting his sledgehammer in his hand.

Then the first of the dogs appeared, a skinny mongrel with one eye. It bowled out into the street, fell over, wriggled on the ground then lay on its back in surrender. A second dog was hard on its tail, a dirty Staffordshire terrier. It had evidently been chasing the mongrel, because it came at him with teeth bared and hackles raised.

There was an almost comical moment when the two dogs realized that they had an audience. They both did a double take and looked at the boys in surprise. The rest of the pack came into view at almost the same time, howling and barking. They skidded to a halt and a couple of them knocked into the Staff, who turned and snapped at them.

The little mongrel saw its moment and scurried off. The Staff stood there, sniffing the air. The other dogs were a mismatched mob, with missing fur and diseased eyes caked with pus. Some were limping, some wounded. One sat down in the road and vigorously scratched its ear, until another dog bit it and it scampered away.

The Staff strutted forward, growling, then it started to bark at the boys and the rest of the pack joined in. Instantly the street was filled with their racket.

‘Will they attack, do you think?’ asked Freak.

‘Depends how hungry they are,’ said Arran.

‘They look pretty hungry to me,’ said Deke and he gripped his sledgehammer tighter.

‘Try and scare them off,’ said Arran and the boys now made a racket of their own, yelling and screaming and waving their arms. The dogs backed off but the bolder ones were soon inching closer.

The big Staff shook his head and nosed ahead, his claws scratching on the tarmac.

‘Take him out,’ said Arran. ‘He’s the boss. Maybe the others will get the message.’

Ollie loosed his shot. The steel ball hit the dog squarely in the forehead, his legs crumpled and he went down without a sound. The other dogs sniffed him and one or two set up howling. Then a big Alsatian ran from the back of the pack, leading three other hounds with him. Achilleus went down on one knee and as the dog pounced he stuck him through the chest with his spear, the followers veered off to the side and Ollie hit one more with a steel ball, breaking its leg. It yelped and turned tail, dragging its leg behind.

With a great war-cry the boys charged and the rest of the dogs scattered.

Ollie quickly searched the area for his ammunition. He found his second ball lying in the gutter. The first one was stuck in the Staff’s head in a neat crease of broken bone.

The five of them knelt by the dead body.

‘Can we risk eating it?’ said Freak. ‘What’s that parasite Maeve’s always going on about? That worm thing you can catch from eating dog? Tricky something.’

‘Trichinosis,’ said Arran. ‘He’ll be all right if he’s well cooked.’

‘Yeah,’ said Deke. ‘We’ll deep-fry him in batter with some chips and a nice glass of wine. Delicious.’

Freak giggled. ‘I know a Jamie Oliver recipe for fried dog.’

‘We can’t waste any food,’ said Arran. ‘Some of the kids are getting really thin. Leave the Alsatian, though. He’s too big to carry and his carcass might keep the pack busy.’

Achilleus took out his knife and gutted the dead animal, leaving the purple-grey entrails in the road to further distract the other dogs.

He then tied the dog’s legs together with some nylon cord and slung it over Arran’s shoulder.

‘Should we go back?’ said Freak.

‘We need to find as much food as we can,’ said Arran. ‘It’s always a risk leaving camp, and it gets riskier every time. The dog’s not enough for twenty of us.’

Every day a scavenging party left the camp to look for supplies. They searched among the empty houses and flats for any abandoned cans, packets and bottles. Each time they had to start their search further from Waitrose. All the buildings close by had long since been picked clean. Most days they found nothing, but a lucky discovery could last them a long time.

They knew it couldn’t last, though. They had already been through every accessible building within a mile of Waitrose, except around Crouch End, which had been destroyed in a fire, and up around the Arsenal football stadium, where there was a large nest of grown-ups.

Sooner or later they would have to move camp.

But where would they go?

Arran pushed his hair out of his eyes. His guts hurt. He didn’t really feel hungry any more, just sick and tired. He’d grown to hate these streets. The smell of them, the filth everywhere, the grass and weeds pushing out of every crack, the constant fear chewing away at him. He had been happy at first when they made him leader, but then it slowly dawned on him that he was responsible for everyone else. If anything went wrong he had to take the blame. That was why someone like Achilleus, who could easily beat him in a fight, was happy not to be in charge. He could show off and suck up the praise, but when a tough decision had to be made he would sit back, hold up his hands and let Arran sweat it out.

It was a warm and sunny spring day. There was a real sense that summer wasn’t far off. Normally Arran would have enjoyed the sunshine and warmth. In the past he had always loved seeing the first green leaves come out on the trees, as if the world was waking up. Now it just meant that the grown-ups were getting bolder. In the winter they’d been too cold and feeble to be much danger, but the change in the weather seemed to give them new courage and strength. Their attacks were becoming more frequent.

They were hungrier than ever.

The kids trudged up the Holloway Road. It was full of memories for Arran – eating at McDonald’s, shopping with his mum, going to the cinema…

He tried to shut the memories out. They only made him feel worse.

When they came to Archway they moved more cautiously. There was a tube station here, a perfect hiding-place for grown-ups.

‘Which way?’ said Deke.

‘Highgate Road,’ said Arran. ‘We’ll work our way towards the Whittington.’

‘Ain’t going in no hospital,’ said Achilleus.

‘What’s the problem?’

‘There won’t be nothing in there,’ said Achilleus.

‘Maybe drugs?’ said Ollie. ‘Paracetamol and antibiotics and that.’

‘Doubt it,’ said Deke. ‘When everything kicked off it would have been the first place to be looted.’

‘We’ll take a look anyway,’ said Arran. ‘Just in case. But let’s try the houses round here first.’

‘Ain’t going in no hospital,’ Achilleus repeated.

‘What about the swimming pool then?’ said Freak.

‘What about it?’ said Achilleus.

‘Worth a look, eh?’

‘Why?’ said Achilleus. ‘You fancy a swim?’

‘Nah,’ said Freak, ‘but there was always a vending machine in there.’

‘Never worked,’ said Achilleus. ‘Always stole your money.’

‘Worth a look,’ said Freak. ‘Think about it… Mars bars, crisps, chewing gum…’

‘Won’t be nothing in there,’ said Achilleus. ‘Not after all this time.’

‘Listen,’ Freak insisted. ‘Far as we know, us and the Morrisons crew are the only kids around. And they never come up here. All I’m saying is we should look. OK? If we’re looking in the Whittington we should look in the pool as well. We search everywhere, in’t that right, Arran?’

‘Suppose so,’ said Arran.

‘Waste of time,’ said Ollie. ‘When have we ever found a vending machine with anything in it?’

‘You agree with me, don’t you, Deke?’ said Freak.

‘He agrees with everything you say,’ Achilleus scoffed.

‘Try me,’ said Deke.

‘The world is flat,’ said Freak.

‘Yes it is,’ said Deke.

‘Penguins can fly,’ said Freak.

‘Yes they can,’ said Deke.

‘I am the greatest kid that ever walked the earth,’ said Freak.

‘Yes you are,’ said Deke.

‘Ha, ha, very funny,’ said Achilleus.

‘Akkie is a twat,’ said Freak.

‘Yes he is,’ said Deke.

‘I think you’ve made your point,’ said Arran, trying not to smile. ‘We’ll take a look.’

Ollie sighed. This was a waste of time. What they needed was proper food, not sweets. But Arran had spoken, and he was their leader.

Ollie shoved a hand into his jacket and rolled the heavy steel shot between his fingers. The cold hardness comforted him.

He didn’t like the idea of exploring the swimming pool. He was always scared on these hunts, and going into the unknown like this just made his heart race faster.

‘Come on,’ said Arran. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Searching the swimming pool is a genius idea,’ said Freak.

‘Yes it is,’ said Deke.
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The glass doors of the swimming pool were cracked and so covered with dust on the inside that it was impossible to see anything through them. Deke hefted his sledgehammer and took a swing, aiming for a spot next to the handles. The glass exploded with a bang and fell out of the frame in sparkling nuggets.

‘Cool,’ said Freak.

‘Yes it is,’ said Deke, who loved destroying things. In the early days, just after the disaster had happened, and before he understood the dangers, Deke had wandered the streets in delight – breaking, burning, smashing – hardly able to believe that there was nobody around to stop him and that he could do whatever he wanted.

That crazy, joyous freedom had been cut short when he’d discovered that not all the adults had died. And those who had survived would treat you far worse than any parent, teacher or policeman if they ever caught you. A parent might have grounded you, a teacher might have kept you in after school and the police might have arrested you, but none of them would have tried to eat you, like the grown-ups who wandered the streets these days.

He still got a kick out of destroying things, though, when he got the chance, which was why he often volunteered to join a scavenging party.

He stood back from the shattered door to let Achilleus see inside.

Achilleus leant in and looked around.

‘We’ll need the torches.’

They all carried hand-powered LED dynamo torches that didn’t need batteries. They quickly fired them up by pumping the triggers that spun the flywheels inside. After thirty seconds the torches were charged enough to give a good three minutes of light.

They stepped into the entrance lobby and shone their beams across the dirty floor and walls. Ahead of them was the reception desk. To the right, past a turnstile and low barrier was a small seating area that opened out on to the pool. A wide passage led the other way to the changing rooms.

The reception desk was covered with cobwebs and the faded, peeling posters on the walls were from a different world. They showed smiling, happy children and talked of health and fitness and community activities. There were a few animal trails in the dust and debris on the floor, but no sign of any recent human activity.

‘Vending machines used to be through there,’ said Freak, nodding towards the fixed tables and chairs in the seating area.

‘We’ll take a quick look,’ said Arran, and, without having to be told, Achilleus led the way. He climbed over the turnstile and dropped into a crouch on the other side, spear at the ready.

‘All clear.’

One by one the others followed, Ollie bringing up the rear, torch in one hand, slingshot in the other.

They walked cautiously forward. As they moved closer to the pool they noticed a smell. The choking, rotten stink of stagnant water.

‘Aw, who’s farted?’ said Deke, holding his nose. Freak sniggered, but nobody else laughed. The pair of them liked to joke around to keep the fear away, but the others had their own ways of dealing with their nerves.

Achilleus was tensed and alert, ready for action, almost willing a grown-up to jump out at him. Arran tried to stand tall and appear unafraid, imagining he was casting a protective shield around his little group. Ollie kept glancing back over his shoulder. He was so used to watching their rear that he almost found it easier walking backwards.

‘That is an evil smell,’ said Freak.

‘Keep it down,’ said Achilleus.

‘Come off it, Akkie,’ said Deke. ‘If there was anyone here I think they just might have heard that bloody big bang as I took out the door.’

‘Shut up so’s we can listen, Deke.’

‘OK, OK.’

They shone their torches around the seating area where the vending machines had once stood.

Nothing. Empty.

‘They’re gone,’ said Arran.

‘What a surprise,’ said Achilleus.

‘Told you this was a waste of time,’ said Ollie. ‘Now can we go?’

Arran carried on towards the pool. A dim light was glowing green through the windows around the high ceiling. The air felt hot and moist. He used to come here nearly every week in the summer. There was a water-slide that snaked out of the building and back again. It had always been noisy here, busy with kids. There had been a wave machine and all sorts of fountains, waterfalls and jets. Now it was absolutely quiet and still and stank like a sewer. Stringy weeds hung from the water-slide that stood on rusting supports.

Arran was aware of his heart thumping against his ribs. He didn’t like being here.

‘We should take a proper look round,’ said Freak, joining him by the poolside and shining his torch around the cavernous space.

There was still water in the pool, but it was a soupy greenish-brown colour. Clumps of algae and weed floated on the surface and odd pieces of furniture had been dumped in it. Arran could see chairs and tables, a filing cabinet and what looked like a running machine, probably from the gym upstairs.

More algae and mould made its way up the walls, covering the windows – this was what was turning the light that weird ghostly green.

The others came through.

‘We should go,’ said Ollie, nervously glancing back towards the entrance.

‘Scared, are you?’ said Deke.

‘Course I’m scared,’ said Ollie simply. ‘I’m always scared when we go somewhere we’ve not been before. It’s good to be scared. Keeps you alive.’

‘Check this out,’ Freak hissed, interrupting them. He was shining his torch across the pool.

A vending machine stood there, half submerged in the water, but they could see that it was still stocked with chocolate bars and sweets and crisps.

‘We’ve struck the jackpot,’ Deke whispered.

They moved closer to the water’s edge, marvelling at the treasure trove in the stagnant pool. The side of the pool sloped gradually into the water, giving the effect of a beach. The smell was appalling, and the floor was slippery beneath their feet.

‘What’s it doing in the water?’ said Achilleus.

‘Who cares?’ Freak and Deke said in unison.

Arran shone his torch on to a sign; it was still just about readable beneath the fungal growth on its surface.

NO RUNNING. NO DIVING.

‘See that?’ he said. ‘No diving.’

The others sniggered. The thought of diving into the dark, stinking water was disgusting, but nevertheless somebody was going to have to wade in if they wanted to get to the vending machine.

‘I don’t like it,’ said Ollie. ‘It’s not right.’

Once again he glanced back towards the entrance, making sure that their way out was clear.

‘There’s nothing here, man,’ said Deke. ‘No one. The place is deserted. Look at all that crap in the water. The vending machine must have been dumped there ages ago, and forgotten about.’

‘Come on,’ said Ollie. ‘I’m going.’

He jumped as Freak suddenly shouted, his voice startlingly loud.

‘HELLO? ANYBODY HOME?’

The sound echoed off the hard walls.

‘See? Nothing.’

‘You’re an idiot,’ said Achilleus.

‘Yeah? And who are you then – Brainiac, the world’s brainiest kid?’

‘Don’t start arguing,’ said Arran wearily.

‘Look,’ said Deke. ‘We’ve been here long enough, if anything was going to happen it would’ve happened by now. This place is dead, like the rest of London, like the rest of the world for all we know. Dead.’

‘We’re not dead,’ said Arran, ‘and I want to keep it that way.’

‘Then let’s get the gear from the machine,’ said Deke. ‘Food, yeah? To eat? You remember food, don’t you?’

‘I’m not sure about this.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, this is a waste of time.’ Freak walked to the water’s edge, holding his nose. Deke groaned as he watched his friend wade in. Soon the slime was up to Freak’s knees, then his thighs. He carried on until he had reached the machine. Turned to wave, then peered inside.

‘Sick!’ he said, grinning. ‘You should see this.’

‘Freak! No!’ Deke screamed.

The whole surface of the water around Freak had come alive as if some huge beast was rising from the depths.

Deke splashed into the pool, yelling.

‘Idiot,’ said Achilleus.

There were shapes emerging everywhere now, seemingly made from the same green slime as the water itself. They pushed up out of the bubbling pool.

People. Men and women. Blanket weed hanging off them and tangled between their outstretched fingers like webs.

‘GROWN-UPS!’ Arran shouted.

Ollie grabbed a steel ball, slipped it into the pouch of his slingshot and pulled back the elastic…

There were too many of them. In his panic he wasn’t sure where to aim.

Freak was swinging his axe around wildly at the weed-covered grown-ups nearest to him. He got one in the forearm, shattering it, and on his return swing took another in the side of the head, but their numbers quickly overwhelmed him, and, as the grown-ups closed in on him, there was no longer room to use his weapon effectively. On his next strike the axe head sunk deep into a big father’s ribs and stuck there. The father twisted and writhed, churning the water, and tearing the axe from Freak’s grasp. Freak was defenceless. Wet, slimy hands closed around his neck. He struggled to throw them off, swearing at the grown-ups.

Ollie couldn’t risk a shot now – he might hit Freak, so instead he aimed at one of the grown-ups on the edge of the attacking group. A mother. He loosed a shot and struck her in the temple. She toppled over and was swallowed by the water. Then a noise made Ollie turn – more grown-ups had moved into the seating area to block their exit.

‘We’re surrounded,’ he shouted, swinging his slingshot round towards them.

Arran could do nothing to help. Grown-ups were swarming to the edge of the pool and slithering on to the tiles. He gripped his pickaxe handle and lashed out at them two-handed. A fat little father with useless legs hobbled out in a crouch, like some horrible, ungainly frog. Arran caught him under his chin with an upper-cut and he somersaulted backwards into the water.

Deke had been trying to get to his friend, but the water was thick with wallowing grown-ups. He was forcing his way onwards, using the tip of the sledgehammer’s handle as a butt. Driving it into anybody that got too close.

Achilleus was waiting on the edge. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to fight effectively in the water. He darted backwards and forwards, picking off stray grown-ups and watching Deke’s progress.

‘Go on!’ he urged him.

It looked like Deke was going to make it to Freak, but just before he got there three big grown-ups pulled Freak over and he sank beneath the surface.

‘Hold on, Freak!’

Deke powered the last few metres and dived in after his friend.

‘Idiot,’ Achilleus said again. There was nothing for it. He was going to have to go and help. He gave a war-cry and surged in, high-stepping, spear flashing in quick hard thrusts, teeth bared.

The grown-ups seemed to sense that he was dangerous and fell back. There was no sign of Freak and Deke, though.

Over by the seating area Ollie was ducked down on to one knee to steady his aim and was launching a barrage of shots towards the grown-ups blocking their way out. He couldn’t take his eyes off them for even a split second, so he had no idea what was going on behind him. He prayed that the others would join him soon, because he couldn’t keep the grown-ups at bay forever.

‘Help me, someone!’

Arran looked over and saw what was happening.

‘Achilleus,’ he shouted. ‘You get Freak and Deke. I need to help Ollie.’

He had no idea if Achilleus had heard him, and he couldn’t wait to make sure. A group of grown-ups were rushing Ollie, who couldn’t reload fast enough to hold them back. Arran raced over and ploughed in, his club flying. The wood cracked against a father’s skull. He howled and toppled sideways. Arran was finding it difficult to fight with the dog slung across his shoulders, but he swung again, this time aiming for a grown-up’s knee. There was a snap of breaking bone and the grown-up was out of action.

‘Got to push them back,’ he yelled and surged forward, driving the grown-ups over the seats and tables.

Achilleus reached the vending machine. Oblivious to the stink and the slime. He plunged a hand under the water roughly where he had last seen Deke. He grabbed hold of sodden material and tugged hard. It was a grown-up. He stuck his spear into it, twisted and pulled it out. The next moment the water boiled and erupted as Deke broke the surface, bringing Freak up with him. Freak looked confused and limp.

‘Got him,’ Deke spluttered. His face was glowing white in the gloom so that it looked almost luminous.

‘Come on,’ said Achilleus, ‘let’s go.’

But the attack wasn’t over. An enraged father bundled into them, knocking Deke hard into the vending machine and smashing the glass. Deke grunted, winded.

Achilleus dealt swiftly with the father, striking him in the mouth, and with that the remaining grown-ups gave up. They fell back as Achilleus and the other two waded towards the edge. Achilleus started taunting them, cursing and swearing and calling them all the names he could think of, daring them to attack.

‘Come on, you lazy sods! Attack me, you cowards, come on!’

But the grown-ups were melting away, slipping back under the murky surface of the pool. Achilleus felt a surge of relief; his bravado had been all show. He was exhausted, Freak and Deke had both lost their weapons, and if the grown-ups did mount a full-scale attack the boys would stand little chance. He looked back. The other two were still stumbling through the water. Deke looked like he was on his last legs. Achilleus went to him, grabbed hold of Freak round the waist and pulled the two of them along until, spluttering and slipping and stumbling, they staggered to the poolside.

‘What kept you?’ said Arran as they joined him and Ollie. The two of them had secured the seating area.

‘I had to rescue the Chuckle Brothers,’ said Achilleus.

‘We couldn’t leave without having a swim,’ said Deke, his voice hoarse and cracked. He coughed and doubled up in pain.

‘Is he all right?’ Arran asked Achilleus.

‘Think so. Come on, what’s the hold-up? Let’s get out of here.’

‘Easier said than done.’ Ollie loosed a shot at a black silhouette in the reception. ‘They’re blocking the exit.’

Achilleus swore. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this before. These are some clever bastards. They set a trap for us.’

‘These guys are getting scary,’ said Ollie.

‘We’ll get our breath back and take them,’ said Achilleus. ‘They don’t scare me.’

Deke was coughing again and shivering. He moaned. He looked whiter than ever. Freak seemed to be coming out of his daze, though. He shook his head and rubbed his temple with the heel of one hand.

‘My axe?’ he said.

‘It’s gone, Superman,’ said Achilleus. ‘Forget it. We’ll find you another one. For now we’ve just to get clear of this dump. You reckon you can walk now?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Freak.

‘Deke don’t look so hot.’

Freak turned to his friend.

‘Thanks for getting me out of that, bro,’ he said.

Deke nodded.

‘No probs.’ But his breathing was fast and shallow and there was a bubble of blood on his lips.

‘You hurt?’

Deke forced a feeble grin. ‘I think I’m poisoned.’

‘You was under the water for a long time, man, a long time,’ said Achilleus.

‘I feel sick.’ Deke swayed to one side and Freak caught him.

‘You’re bleeding,’ said Freak, putting a hand to Deke’s side. His clothes were stained black by blood. Achilleus lifted his arm; a large shard of jagged glass was sticking out of his side.

‘Oh no,’ said Freak.

‘I’m all right,’ said Deke. ‘It’s nothing.’ But then he coughed again and there was blood in his spit.

‘It’s in your lung, man,’ said Achilleus. ‘The glass.’

Deke’s eyes were rolling up in his head.

‘Hold on, bro,’ said Freak.

‘I think I’m going to…’

‘Don’t faint, bro,’ Freak shouted and shook his friend as he fell into unconsciousness. ‘Arran! We got to get him out of here.’

Almost as Freak spoke the grown-ups attacked again. At least ten of them blundered up from the pool.

Arran was filled with a blind rage. He couldn’t stand it that another kid was wounded. They didn’t have the drugs to deal with it, and the water in the pool must have been swarming with filth and germs. With a great roar he lashed out to right and left, smashing his club into the grown-ups, shattering bones, breaking noses, loosening teeth, closing eyes. He was hardly aware of what was going on around him, only that Achilleus was at his back, cold-bloodedly dealing with the grown-ups in his own way.

When a mother came at Arran, long hair flying, he gripped her by the throat and squeezed. Her head thrashed from side to side, her scabby hands flapped at him. Her hair whipped out of her face so that for a moment he saw her clearly.

Her nose was half rotted away by disease. There were boils and sores covering every inch of skin. Her lips were pulled back from broken teeth showing black shrunken gums.

Everything about her was disgusting, inhuman, degraded – apart from her eyes. Her eyes were beautiful.

Arran looked into them and for a moment he saw a flash of intelligence.

He froze. Time seemed to stop. He had the sudden vivid notion that this was all a stupid dream. He had imagined the whole thing: the collapse of society, the fear and confusion, the months spent hiding out in Waitrose. It wasn’t possible, after all. It wasn’t possible that the world had changed so much. So quickly. It wasn’t possible that he had become a savage. A killer.

The mother tried to speak, her lips formed in a ghastly pucker and a single syllable came out.

‘Mwuhh…’

Tears came into Arran’s eyes. He couldn’t do it any more.

He loosened his grip.

The mother wriggled free and sunk her teeth into his neck. Then Achilleus must have stabbed her, because a bright spray of blood hosed out from a wound in her chest. The next moment she was gone and Ollie was pulling him towards the turnstiles.

‘Move it, Arran!’ he shouted and Arran slithered over the turnstiles in a daze.

‘Where’s Freak?’

Freak had been fending off the grown-ups with his bare fists, punching, kicking, butting, trying to protect Deke. But he was losing the fight. The grown-ups had sensed that Deke was wounded. They had given up trying to block the exit and were concentrating their efforts on getting at him. Two of them had taken hold of his legs and Freak was engaged in a ghastly tug of war.

‘Leave him!’ Ollie screamed.

‘I can’t!’

A grown-up lurched into Freak from the side, knocking Deke out of his hands.

‘Deke!’

The name stuck in Freak’s throat as he watched Deke being dragged quickly away, face down on the hard tiles, leaving a long, bloody smear. He chased after them, sobbing and screaming insults, but it was no good. There was nothing he could do.

The grown-ups pulled Deke under the water and he was gone. The last Freak ever saw of his friend – the boy he had grown up with, shared six years of school with, played football with, watched telly with, laughed with, argued with – the last he ever saw, was his bright yellow hair sliding into the sludge.

‘Get out of there, now!’ shouted Achilleus. ‘I’m not coming back for you this time.’

No…

Freak was going to go after his friend. He knew it would be suicide but he hated to leave poor Deke at the mercy of the grown-ups.

There was a reason these boys were still alive, though. Something made them stronger than the other kids, the ones who had died in the early days, who had simply lain down and given up, unable to cope with the terrible things that were happening in the world. These boys were survivors. The will to live was stronger than any other feelings.

Freak turned on his heels and sprinted out of there.
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Callum was in the crow’s-nest. He loved it up on the roof; it was his favourite place. He couldn’t wait for it to be warm enough to sleep out here. You could see the whole of Holloway spread out beneath you. Like Google Earth. The kids had built the crow’s-nest around the dome that stuck up from one corner of Waitrose. They had used scaffolding poles and planks and ropes and any useful bits and pieces they could find. A ladder at the back led to the sloping roof of the supermarket. From there you could climb down across the tiles to a small tower they had constructed at the edge of the courtyard. The courtyard was a rooftop terrace in the centre of the building, enclosed on four sides but open to the sky.

The look-outs could communicate with other kids in the courtyard through a speaking tube. More speaking tubes linked the courtyard with other parts of the supermarket. The system was based on what they used to use on ships to communicate between the bridge and the engine room. It wasn’t much more than a series of long metal pipes that had been slotted and bent through the ventilation and cabling ducts of the building, but it was surprisingly effective.

Callum felt safe up here. He and Josh were the main look-outs and could normally tell if there were any grown-ups around. The only blind spot was the car park at the rear of the building from where Small Sam had been snatched. Those kids should never have been out there without a guard. Callum was hacked off that he had missed the grownups sneaking through the gardens, and since the attack he had spotted loads more of them about. He kept a pile of ammo on a specially built ledge – rocks and stones to use as missiles, mainly – and he was itching to have a go at any grown-ups stupid enough to get too close.

He was keeping a look-out for Arran’s scav party. They needed Arran back. Everyone was on edge since Small Sam had been taken. Arran would calm everyone down, sort things out. Stop the little ones from being scared.

Callum never went scavenging. He had convinced the others that he was more use to them on the roof. In fact he hadn’t been out of Waitrose, except to come up here, for nearly a year. There was an invisible rope attaching him to it. In his mind he wandered the streets below, like a character moving around a game, but in real life he never wanted to go out there again. Waitrose was safe. He had everything he needed here. He was happy. Almost happier than he had been before the disaster.

The one thing he longed for, though, was peace and quiet. To be alone, really alone. That would be bliss. To just sit there, in all the space of the shop, without it being full of other kids. Sitting here in the crow’s-nest was as good as it got.

He put his binoculars to his eyes and scanned the Holloway Road.

‘Come on, Arran, we need you…’
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They were limping along. Ollie and Achilleus walking ahead of Arran and Freak, who were both silent, lost in private thoughts. Ollie knew well enough not to push it. If the other two didn’t want to talk about what had gone down then he wasn’t going to try to make them. Freak had lost his best friend and Arran had been badly bitten. Ollie hadn’t expected him to take it so badly, though. Arran was tough. Hated showing any weakness in front of anyone else. Something had happened to him back at the pool. He had the look of someone who had stared at something nasty. Stared for too long.

Arran’s skin had been punctured. There would be a big danger of infection. The grown-ups were filthy and riddled with germs and disease. Luckily Arran hadn’t been in the water, but the mother who had attacked him had looked pretty skanky.

Why had Arran frozen like that? All the fight just went out of him. One minute he was cracking skulls with his club and the next he was just standing there, in a dream. Had he lost his nerve?

Arran had to know that nobody would blame him for what had happened to Deke. It had been Freak’s stupid idea to go into the pool. How could they have prepared for the ambush? It wasn’t like grown-ups – usually they were stupid and slow and confused. Little different from the pack of dogs the gang had dealt with earlier. This bunch had acted together. Sorted. A team.

How many of the adults had they killed? he wondered. He knew for sure he had hit seven of them, but it didn’t mean that each shot was a killing shot. When they’d bundled out through the reception area he’d seen two of his targets lying still on the floor. He must have loosed off thirty pellets, though, maybe more. It had been too dangerous to try to collect them afterwards. He had a stack back at the camp, but it was a lot to lose in one day. At this rate it would be sooner rather than later that he ran out altogether. He’d have to find some more, or start collecting pebbles.

Damn. He loved those heavy steel ball-bearings.

His ankle was sore; he had landed badly leaping over the turnstiles. They made a right sorry bunch. Freak had been pretty badly mauled. He was covered with filth and there was blood on him, but as far as it was possible to tell, it didn’t look like his own blood. At least Achilleus looked unharmed. He swore that boy had iron underpants.

Achilleus wasn’t particularly a friend of Ollie’s. He was always having a go at him for being too posh, too clever, too quiet. But Ollie didn’t let it get to him. The two of them had a sort of grudging respect for each other. When it came down to it, Ollie valued Achilleus’ fighting skills, and Achilleus valued Ollie’s brains. They usually kept out of each other’s way and Ollie wasn’t used to being up front. It felt weird.

He remembered driving in the family car. Him and his mum and dad and three brothers. Ollie had always sat in the back, staring out of the side window, trying to keep out of their arguments and fights. He remembered the few occasions when it had been just him and his dad and he’d got to ride up front in the passenger seat. How different it had felt, like they were equals. And how nice it had been to get his dad all to himself. His dad had been like Ollie. Quiet, distant, always thinking about something.

They were all dead now. All five of them.

His dad had been the first to go. One of the very first to die when the illness struck. He had even been on the news; the headline had said something like ‘Another Death From Mystery Illness Sweeping Europe’. Then there had been more and more deaths, and not just in Europe – all round the world. They’d stopped mentioning individuals; it had been whole streets, then whole towns. It had all happened so fast people had been stunned, and hadn’t really had time to panic. The whole world had sort of gone into shock. His mother had been frantic after Dad died. She packed the house up, ready to try to escape to the countryside and stay with Auntie Susan. But she fell ill before they could get away. Then it was just Ollie and his brothers. They tried to leave London by themselves. His oldest brother, Dan, got sick next. He’d been seventeen. Then Will, fifteen.

His younger brother, Luke, hadn’t been old enough to get sick. He’d been killed in a riot up near Finsbury Park. That must have been over a year ago. It felt more like a century. By then Ollie had had no more tears left to cry, the catastrophe had been so immense, so overwhelming, that he had just pushed it out of his mind and concentrated on trying to stay alive. He owed it to his family, as the last one left, not to die.

‘We should have never gone into there in the first place,’ said Achilleus. ‘Freak’s an idiot.’

‘Leave it,’ said Ollie. ‘We couldn’t have known.’

‘All for a bloody vending machine,’ said Achilleus. ‘Sweets and chocolates! We’re not babies.’

‘Would have been nice, though,’ said Ollie. ‘I could really do with a Mars bar right now, and a can of Coke.’

‘Yeah.’ Achilleus smiled. ‘You know what I used to really like? Jaffa Cakes. I could eat a whole pack in one go. But all we’ve got to look forward to when we get back is roast dog.’

‘Better than nothing,’ said Ollie. ‘We haven’t had meat in ages.’

‘Hold up…’

Achilleus raised a hand and they all stopped. They had come to the part of Holloway Road where they had had the fight with the dogs. A group of people was up ahead, clustered round the carcass of the dead Alsatian.

‘Can you make out who it is?’ said Achilleus.

Ollie had the keenest eyesight of all of them. He shaded his eyes and squinted.

‘They’re kids,’ he said.

‘Ours?’

‘Nah. Morrisons.’

When everything had fallen apart, one group of local kids had ended up taking shelter in Waitrose, and another group had taken up Morrisons, the cheaper supermarket in the nearby Nag’s Head shopping centre. Kids had mostly ended up in the place where their mums and dads had gone shopping. Not all, though. Ollie guessed Achilleus was more of a Morrisons kid.

In the struggle to survive, where every scrap of food was fought over, the two groups of kids led totally separate lives. There was even the occasional skirmish in the street.

Achilleus turned to Arran.

‘What do we do? There’s more of them than us. Should we go round the back way?’

Arran looked at the other gang, then at his feet, then up at the sky.

‘I don’t know,’ he said eventually.

‘I’m knackered,’ said Achilleus. ‘I can’t face another fight and I can’t face going the long way round, looking out for grown-ups every step of the way.’

Arran sighed, pushed past him and carried on walking.

‘If they want to have a go at us, let them,’ he said. ‘I don’t care any more.’

Achilleus watched him go, then shared a look with Ollie.

‘Come on.’

They made sure that Freak was still with them and hurried to catch up with Arran.

The Morrisons crew soon spotted them, and they took up a defensive stance in the middle of the road.

Arran carried on walking towards them. He wasn’t going to stop. Achilleus ran past him.

‘We don’t want no trouble,’ he called out to the other gang. ‘We’ve had enough for one day. We just want to get back. We ain’t got nothing you want.’

The Morrisons crew stood their ground, sullenly watching them as they approached. They were armed with an assortment of knives, sticks and spears. Ollie spotted their leader, Blue, a muscly black kid with close-cropped hair. Ollie smiled at him, being as open as he could, showing that they meant no harm. A couple of the Morrisons crew nodded at them as they arrived, showing no expression. Blue noticed the dog, still strung across Arran’s back.

He looked from the dead Staff down to the Alsatian.

‘You do this?’

‘Earlier.’

Arran snapped out of his weird mood. He knew he had to put on a brave face. It was important not to show any weakness. They had nothing in their camp the Morrisons crew could want, but there was always a danger that they might lose some good fighters if they thought they’d have a better life in the rival supermarket.

‘You look pretty messed up, man,’ said Blue, staring at Arran and then at Freak. ‘Was it the dogs?’

‘No,’ said Arran. ‘Grown-ups. At the pool. Don’t go up that way.’

‘Never do,’ said a big, slightly stooped kid who looked almost like a grown-up. He was Mick, the Morrisons equivalent of Achilleus. Their top fighter.

‘There’s been a lot of attacks lately,’ said Blue.

‘Too right,’ said Arran. ‘They’re getting desperate.’

Blue looked at him.

‘There’s been some trouble up at Waitrose,’ he said.

Ollie’s heart caught in his chest. His stomach flooded with acid. Now what?

‘What sort of trouble?’ said Arran.

‘Some sort of an attack. There’s been grown-ups hanging around all day.’

‘Oh crap,’ said Arran and he ran off down the road, the rest of his group struggling to keep up.

The Morrisons crew had been unusually friendly and helpful, Ollie thought. Which probably meant that they were getting scared. When it came down to it, the kids had to stick together.

The grown-ups were the real enemy.
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