
Pete’s Story 

 

 

Pete was nervous. He was fifteen years old and could barely remember a time when 

he had not been cold, hungry, dirty and scared. It was especially on nights like this 

that he was amazed to be still alive and not sure that he wanted to be, nights of 

guard duty when the others left him on his own while they played cards or generally 

pissed about, because he was the youngest and wouldn’t dare squeal on them. On 

nights like this, he listened to the savage place the world had become and wondered 

how long the band of misfits could hold the shopping mall against it. 

He thought he heard something unusual and peered into the gloom but could 

see nothing. He swung the muzzle of the rifle around and listened. Silence, except for 

the flapping of a loose metal panel in the distance and the moaning of the wind. He 

let out his breath cautiously. He heard the sound again, the same faint scuffling 

down the walkway, but closer this time. Pete wondered whether he ought to call out 

to Joe and the others, whether he feared the scuffling thing more than the wrath of 

Joe if he interrupted the card game.  

He swallowed hard and strained his eyes. Even so, the sudden movement as 

the shape lurched out of the shadows took him by surprise. 

“Hold it!” His voice was no louder than a squeak. 

“Shhhhh! It’s only me, Steve.” 

“Steve? Kill kicked you out ages ago. I thought you were…” 

There was a rough gasp that Pete took for laughter. 

“No, not dead. Not quite. No thanks to Kill, though, the bastard!” 

“Look, Steve, you’d better clear out of here. It’s Ace in charge now, and if he 

knows you’re back, there’ll be a manhunt, and this time—” 

“Just let me get something to eat first.” 

“I’m not allowed. You know that. There’s even less food than when you 

were… Go on, now, before I call the boys.” Pete was getting jittery. There was 

something in the tone of Steve’s voice that gave him gooseflesh. Something in the 

way he hung back, clinging to the wall, keeping to where the shadows lay deepest, 

convinced Pete he did not want to get any closer. 



“Please, Pete. Pleassssse,” the voice hissed. “For old times’ sake.” 

“I can’t! Go on, get out or I’ll—” 

The shadows moved and a hair-covered face, the jaw too long and narrow, the 

forehead flattened above deep-set eyes, pushed up to Pete’s. Pete gasped in horror 

and backed up to the storeroom door. 

“You just squeak and I’ll be back for you, Pete. Me, or one of…the others. 

We’ll get you, Pete, one night when you’re out here on your own. You won’t like it, 

Pete. We get hungry, see? Anything’s good for us to eat. So, just open the door, only 

a few minutes and I’ll be on my way.” 

Pete gulped. Despite the cold, sweat trickled down his sides, and his throat 

was dry with fear. He nodded. Trying not to turn his back on the nightmare, he 

fumbled with the key in the lock. A hand with skinny fingers and long sharp nails 

pulled the door open, and Steve hopped rather than walked into the storeroom. Pete 

shrank back in horror as a scaly tail swished past his ankles and disappeared inside. 

 

* * * * 

 

“So, which one of you let the vermin in?” 

Ace was brutal, hard and unused to wielding power. Since the visit from the 

pair of lunatics who butchered the tribal chief Kill before riding off again on their 

giant mutant hounds, Ace had been in charge of the tribe. But he still had to win the 

tribesmen’s respect. Kill had been a wanker—they all agreed on that—and when it 

came to standing up to the riders, he had wet himself and bolted. He was no great 

loss as far as Ace was concerned, but as he was the one who’d put the finger on his 

chief, he was left with a slight image problem.  

Kill might have been a wanker, an arsehole and a right little toe rag, but the 

tribesmen had liked him, probably because he was just like them. If the nutters who 

did for Kill hadn’t given Ace the job of chief, the other tribesmen would probably 

have massacred him.  

“Rats didn’t have keys or hands last time I looked, so who opened the door 

and let ’em in? Jesus! I give you rifles to stop the thieving, and you decide to join the 



World Wildlife Fund! You think we have so much food stashed away you can share 

it with the rats?” 

Ace had developed a way of darting his gaze from one face to another, always 

with one or other of the tribesmen in his sights. It unsettled them, his thin, restless 

face, and the unblinking stare. They shifted their gaze, avoided his, shuffled out of 

his way. But he was the chief, the weird riders had said so, and given how they dealt 

with Kill, none of the tribesmen would dispute their choice. Respect was different, 

though. Respect had to be earned. 

“So? Who’s the animal lover?” 

Ace shot an angry look along the line of guards, searching for the telltale signs 

of panic that would give away the culprit. The men shuffled their feet, a couple of 

them clenched their teeth, but no one spoke up. Ace’s pale face grew almost 

bloodless and his lips pulled into a thin, angry line. 

“Your loyalty is touching. Okay, you want to play at Band of Brothers? Then 

you can go play together outside.” 

The four guards looked at one another. 

“I mean it! Go on. Fuck off! And you can leave those rifles. If the drax come 

sniffing, just show them a bit of brotherly love.” 

“Aw, Ace!” Joe, a heavy, red-faced boy blustered. “The rest of us didn’t do 

nothin’!” 

“So, who did do it?” 

“Him.” Joe pointed at the boy standing next to him. 

“I never!” Pete shouted, but already he was edging his way toward the door. 

Joe and the other two moved to block his path. “I didn’t mean to,” the boy was 

almost in tears, “but he made me. It was horrible… It was Steve.” 

“Steve?” Joe roared with laughter. “I bet Steve is horrible by now! Kill ran him 

out for thieving. He was drac meat—et an’ crapped out months ago, mate!” 

The boy turned on him. “You didn’t see, you stupid git! It was him, and you 

didn’t see what he looked like.” 

“Hold on,” Ace was intrigued, “are we talking about the same Steve? What’s 

he been living on all this time?” 

Pete shook his head. “He said they ate anything.” 



“They?” 

Pete swallowed hard. “There’s more like him, he said.” His voice dropped to a 

hoarse whisper, his eyes grew round with fear. “They look like rats.” 

“Yeah, so does Mac but we put up with him, don’t we?” 

“Mac ain’t got hair all over his face, though, does he? An’ a long snout, 

an’…an’…a tail!” Pete was sweating, his pale face sticky with fear. Joe frowned, 

finding it difficult to imagine. Ace, though, grinned as a way of spicing up the 

boredom of survival began to take shape in his head. 

“You mean like with a rat tail and big ears? And funny teeth?” 

Pete nodded, an expression of shock and disgust on his face. 

“It must have been tough,” Ace commiserated. “Horrible even, having to face 

that on your own. There won’t be a court martial, Pete. Just this once, I’ll turn a blind 

eye.” 

Pete stared, unable to believe his luck. 

“You’re too valuable to get rid of now. You’re our new rat man specialist.” 

Pete felt his flesh creep. “What do you mean?” he asked warily. 

“We’re going to hunt out your new friends. And we’ll be needing some 

appropriate bait.” 

Pete swung his rifle like a bat into Joe’s chest and charged out into the 

corridor, straight into the two ferret twins. 

 


