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      ‘Mrs. Grenfell, your daughter’s been late twice this week already, four times this month, and it’s only the twelfth. You know two late marks count as an absence, don’t you? Mrs. Grenfell? Do you understand what I’m saying here?’

      Kim clenched one fist beneath the table. The other hand held the strap of her bag so tightly she could feel the frayed end stretching. Much more and it would break, then perhaps it would make a decent club to swing at Mr. Trower’s head—

      The wail of a distant siren distracted them both. When Kim turned back from the window, she found Mr. Trower shuffling a pile of papers, their appointment apparently over. As she started to stand, he pulled open his top desk drawer and switched off an alarm flashing on the screen of a smartphone.

      ‘I … I think—’ Kim began, trying to keep her voice steady when her heart was thundering with an anger she was struggling to contain, ‘—I’ll just let Emily chalk up a few absences if that’s what she needs, if that’s what it takes to keep her on track. She’s not had a good run of it since her dad walked out—’

      Mr. Trower tilted his head and gave Kim a sour look, as though to say, whose fault is that? ‘She’s nearly sixteen, Mrs. Grenfell. Not long before she’s officially an adult, at least as far as the law’s concerned. There are currently seventy-six pupils at Bloomfield Secondary being raised by a single parent. Most are coping fine. It might help if your daughter made more effort to fit in, and they say that conformity starts at home—’

      The siren was now loud enough to make it hard to hear his words. On the corner of his desk lay a newspaper with a blurry picture on the front of some kind of prehistoric animal. NATIONAL HEALTH AGENCY NOW BELIEVES VIRUS ORIGINATED WITH SAUROPODS, the headline read.

      ‘Well, if we’re done here?’ Kim said, feeling a sudden urge to cry. Turning on the waterworks in an attempt to glean a little sympathy would be easier than picking a fight, which would get her in the school’s bad books, along with her daughter.

      Mr. Trower flapped a dismissive hand at her as though she were no more important than a speck of dust, and Kim, chastened, headed for the door. She had one hand on the handle when Mr. Trower cleared his throat.

      ‘Mrs. Grenfell?’

      ‘What?’

      She turned. Trower was holding his phone in his hand, his face grave as he stared at the display. ‘Go straight home,’ he said.

      Kim gave a solemn nod, then headed out. Her fingers, still shaking, slipped on the door handle, and it took two tries to close it. God, I need a drink. Her daughter Emily, the only person sitting on the line of plastic chairs in the corridor outside, looked up from a science textbook that barely hid a fashion magazine lying beneath, tossed her goth-black hair out back over her shoulders and lifted an eyebrow, the metal stud glinting in the overhead light.

      ‘All right, Mum?’

      ‘Let’s just get going.’

      Kim walked quickly past, and heard Emily get up and fall into step behind her. Her daughter caught up with her as she reached a set of double doors leading outside.

      ‘Mum, what did old Trowel say?’

      Kim pushed through the doors, then stopped and waited for Emily. As Emily stepped outside, Kim jabbed a finger into her daughter’s chest.

      ‘Show some damn respect for once,’ she said. ‘If you could damn well grow up, I wouldn’t have to come down here. Can’t you try a little harder? Just smile once in a while, and do what they want without making a bloody song and dance about it. Stop blaming the world for all your problems. I can’t deal with this, Em.’

      Emily, head lowered, peered up through her nest of hair. ‘By try, you mean drink yourself to sleep, then pop some pill to keep you awake until lunchtime, when you—’

      Kim lifted a hand, but before she could lean into the slap, her anger left her in a sudden rush, a soul departing its body. She sagged sideways, and might have fallen if Emily hadn’t grabbed her, pulling her into a hug.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’

      ‘Em, please.’

      ‘All right, I’ll try. I’ll carry some boxes for old Trowel or mark out the lines for Sports Day or whatever.’

      Kim could barely bring herself to speak. She held her daughter close, remembering a time which didn’t feel so long ago now, when she’d only needed one arm to hold her daughter, and her husband, Emily’s father, had still been around.

      ‘For God’s sake, Emily. You drive me crazy, but I’d be lost without you.’

      ‘Me too, Mum. Or at least pretty lost. I reckon I could find my way home, though. You know, if I had to.’

      Kim laughed through tears. ‘Come on, let’s ditch this place. We’ll get pizza on the way home, or whatever rubbish food you like.’

      ‘There’s that new burger place in Kidbrooke. It’s not far out of the way.’

      ‘Sure.’

      Emily pushed her mother away then gave her a playful grin. ‘I have enough zits already. Might as well fill out the gaps that are left.’

      ‘You don’t have many.’

      Emily lifted an eyebrow. ‘That’s because I cover them with concealer. And you never notice, because you’re always—’ She turned away. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Come on,’ Kim said, not wanting to break their fragile, unspoken truce. ‘Let’s just go.’

      Driving through London always made her focus. She gripped the steering wheel hard enough to leave her knuckles white and turned out of the school car park into traffic. It was even busier than usual this evening, maybe due to the sirens she had heard earlier. But then, it was London, and it was rush hour. It wasn’t uncommon to sit unmoving for fifteen minutes at a time, but when a military helicopter flew low overhead, angling away towards North London, they both twisted in their seats to follow its flight path.

      ‘Whoa, you see that?’ Emily cried. ‘Nearly took the roof off the car.’

      ‘Yeah, I saw it.’

      ‘Where do you think it’s off to? You know Briony Yates was going on about something happening up north. Something about giant lizards. You reckon it’s gone to shoot a few—’

      Kim thumped the steering wheel. ‘Maybe,’ she said, a little louder than was necessary. ‘I don’t know, do I?’

      ‘Dad would.’

      ‘Don’t start this again.’

      ‘Mum, I’m just saying, perhaps you should give him another chance—’

      ‘Your father and I are over.’

      Emily looked away, out of the side window. Kim squeezed her eyes shut for a moment then looked over at her daughter. Every harsh word … they burned.

      ‘Em, I’m sorry.’

      A half shrug, but Emily didn’t look back. ‘You know, this kid from my form class, Barry Davis, he said his dad took him up there last weekend, trying to get a look.’

      ‘Up where?’

      ‘Up to Manchester. He said they’ve got a zone up there, cordoned off.’

      ‘I’m sure he was lying—’

      ‘He said they were shooting people who tried to leave. Said he saw someone take a bullet. The front of their head just exploded—’

      ‘Emily!’

      Emily looked up, eyes wide. Chestnut brown, like her father’s. Like her hair, before she dyed it to match the music she liked. She was so beautiful, was Emily, as beautiful as her father had been handsome, before he wrecked himself.

      ‘Em—’

      ‘Please stop saying sorry. I know your generation is in denial, pretending there’s nothing going on. Blackout zones “for our own good”. It’s all government bullshit. You should see some of the SnipVids that are coming out of Manchester.’

      Another helicopter buzzed overhead, this one so low its skids were barely above the line of cars as it angled downwards ahead of them, and then suddenly it was dipping sharply sideways into a residential area, momentarily disappearing from view before a deafening explosion sounded, the shockwave rocking the car. Kim was too stunned even to move as a plume of black smoke rose from behind a line of houses, and fragments of debris rained down, bumping off the windscreen.

      ‘Mum, that’s not good,’ Emily said, tears in her eyes. ‘Let’s forget the burgers and just get home, shall we? That helicopter … it just crashed.’

      ‘It just crashed.’ Kim felt like a soundbite, but her tongue was dry, her senses feeling like someone was holding her underwater. ‘It just … crashed.’

      ‘Mum, please, I’m scared.’

      They weren’t alone. Other cars were attempting to turn around, only making the jam worse. A few cars ahead, doors opened and a handful of people got out. Some ran towards the crash, others away, while the rest stood uncertainly, hands running through their hair, unsure what to do.

      ‘Mum! I want to go!’

      Emily was right. Whatever had caused the crash, it was nothing to do with them, and there was nothing they could do to help. As the traffic across the street lurched forwards, Kim slammed the car into gear and turned into a gap.

      It was a significant detour, but it was worth it. Sirens were everywhere now, police and fire engines roaring past them far faster than was safe on the narrow, crowded commuter road. Emily took what shortcuts she knew, turning up narrow residential streets to avoid potentially busy intersections, even cutting down a one-way street to avoid a notoriously busy roundabout. As she pulled into traffic just short of Thames Tunnel Three, she began to think they might make it home at a reasonable time tonight. Too bad if they couldn’t get the dinner Emily wanted. There was some leftover spaghetti, some sausages in the fridge—

      A shadow passed above them, something silent Kim didn’t get a good look at. She craned her neck to see, but Emily was reaching across her, trying to grab the wheel.

      ‘Mum, look out!’

      The car in front had braked sharply. Emily pushed Kim aside and jerked the wheel to the right, the car’s wing missing the back of the car in front by a hair’s breadth. Kim let out a gasp, but before she could regain control of the wheel, the headlights of an oncoming car flashed out of the darkness. Brakes squealed; horns blared. Kim squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the impact.

      ‘Did you see it, Mum? Did you see it? They shot it down. They shot it out of the sky.’

      Kim opened her eyes. The oncoming car had missed them, and they were somehow still moving, descending into the tunnel in a line of slow-moving traffic. She glanced in the wing mirror, saw the tunnel entrance receding behind her. Her fingers shook on the wheel and she gripped it tighter. The line of cars had slowed to a crawl, horns blaring up ahead.

      ‘Mum? Did you see it? It was one of those flying—’

      A muffled explosion cut off Emily’s words. Kim glanced in the wing mirror again, in time to see the tunnel entrance folding downwards like a closing mouth. In an instant, the block of grey sky over East London was gone.
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      In the potting shed at the bottom of Carlton Manor’s long garden, the attention bell was ringing. Alfred Lammonby set down the hoe with the broken handle he had been patiently repairing for the last hour, and pressed the intercom button beside the door.

      ‘Yes?’

      A hiss of static. Then: ‘Alf? It’s June. The master wants a word. Can you come up?’

      Alfred closed his eyes for a moment. Another of the master’s ‘words’. Perfect. All Alfred needed to break his concentration, reward himself with a long trudge up to the house, attend a pointless meeting, and then another long trudge back.

      ‘I’ll be there in five minutes,’ he said, but as soon as June hung up, he swore like an old sailor and knocked a cup of nails across the floor.

      A few minutes later, he staggered through the back door into the staff utility quarters, pulled off his wellington boots and set them down on the mat behind the door. Wincing, he rubbed at his bad knee. At seventy-three he should be long retired, sitting with his feet up, perhaps doing a little fishing. Lord Fredrick Evans had promised Alfred a little cottage and a plot of land, a reduction in his duties to a few ceremonial activities, and a comfortable retirement package as a thank you for fifty years of dutiful service on the north Devonshire estate.

      And then, just under a year ago, Lord Evans had died after a short illness, leaving everything to his only son, Richard, and he had reneged on everything.

      The spiteful little bastard.

      Richard was sitting at the table in the drawing room, still wearing his outdoor boots, one raised over the other, dropping mud onto the carpet. He had some trampy thing with him, all blond hair and flesh showing where it shouldn’t be, feet up on one of the sofas along the wall as though she owned the place, boot heels making little black marks on the ornate wallpaper.

      ‘Sir? You requested to see me?’ Alfred lowered his head a little into a respectful bow.

      ‘You took your time. When I call, I expect promptness. This isn’t a damn holiday camp.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘You won’t have seen the news. There’s been some kind of disaster just north of Birmingham. Typical with our useless government, but a media blackout has been put in place so it’s hard to know exactly what’s going on. However, in case it’s military, I want you to prepare the bunker at the end of the grounds with enough provisions for a couple of months. I know my father kept an inventory just in case, paranoid that he was about a nuclear war. Whatever he had on the list, double it. I’m not taking any chances.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Richard stood up. He was a wiry little man in his early forties who stood a full head shorter than Alfred’s lofty six-three. Lord Evans had been short too, but he had possessed a dignity and a grace of which Richard had inherited none. Richard’s eyes were dark, pitiless seeds, his mouth a sour, twisted grey line. Alfred had never liked him even as a child, but it had been June who had spent most of her time with the boy. She had never liked Richard either, Alfred knew, but unlike Alfred, she had been forced to hide her dislike, smothering Richard with motherly attention that his own mother had, due to her aristocratic duties, been unable to give.

      ‘You’ve served my family a long time, haven’t you, Lammonby?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Can’t he say anything else?’ the tart on the sofa said suddenly, leaning backwards on the chair, exposing a white triangle of cleavage. One foot scraped along the wall, leaving a thin tear in the wallpaper. ‘Yes, sir, no, sir, three bags full, sir?’

      Alfred chose to say nothing.

      ‘My father considered you a confidant, and a friend?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Richard walked over to Alfred and leaned close. Alfred smelled whisky. Richard’s breath tickled his ear.

      ‘Don’t screw this up,’ he whispered. ‘This could be it, Lammonby. The great breakdown in society my father foretold. I’m counting on you. You won’t let me down, will you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Good. Now get on with it. I want the bunker prepared by the end of tomorrow.’
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      ‘At least let Lilian and I help you,’ June said, as Alfred reached for another box of canned goods, wincing as his back screamed at him. Nine loads so far, and he was feeling every step. He had tripped on a root last time, almost dropping the box. He had a dozen more to do, and that was just to stock the larder. Sooner or later, he would stumble again, but an order was an order.

      ‘No,’ Alfred said, shaking his head. ‘You have your duties. I can’t burden you. This is my task.’

      ‘He’s gone too far this time. I mean, he won’t even let you use the van.’

      ‘The master said that if something bad is occurring, we need to save petrol. He gave me the trolley.’

      ‘But the wheel has a puncture. You know what he’s doing, Alfred. Don’t pretend that you don’t.’

      ‘I have my duties.’

      June grabbed his arm as he tried to pull away, and as he looked back into her defiant face, he wondered if his love for her had ever burned so bright. She was every day of seventy now, but to Alfred she looked as lovely as she had on their wedding day, forty-seven years ago.

      ‘You know what that little so-and-so is doing. He’s trying to—’

      ‘I know exactly what he’s doing,’ Alfred hissed. ‘But I’d rather he broke me than you or Lilian. He thinks he can run me into the ground, but I’m made of sterner stuff than that.’

      Shaking her head, June sighed. ‘You were,’ she said.
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      Had it been a summer house perhaps, or a potting shed, or anything other than what it was, the bunker could have been pleasant, idyllic even, set in a grassy, shady grove of mature trees at the far end of the house gardens. All that was visible above ground was a dome of concrete with a heavy steel door set into one side which opened inwards to reveal a steep set of concrete stairs leading down into darkness. Down the stairs was a short, low corridor, designed to keep potential intruders in single file, which led to another door, thicker than the one above and designed to be blast proof. To the best of Alfred’s knowledge, Lord Evans had never done a practical test on the door’s impregnability, but it hurt like anything to haul open each time, and was almost as difficult to close.

      Inside the door, which could be bolted from the inside, was a small lobby designed as a decoy. There was everything one might expect of a bunker here: a small kitchen, a shower unit and toilet with a plumbing system that exited near a pond two hundred yards away in a lower section of the gardens. There was a wall-mounted fold-down bed, and a desk. The walls were concrete, but the floor lined with tiles.

      Through a hatch in the kitchen floor, however, was what appeared to be a small underfloor larder. This, however, slid on rails to the side, revealing a second hatch, and beneath this a ladder.

      Alfred hated this section. Not only because it was hell on his shoulders and back to climb down, carrying a few cans at a time, but because he was now over thirty feet under the ground. Even when he reached the bottom and opened a door into a spacious living section with a second, larger set of everything above and with beds for up to five people, he hated what it represented. The walls had been painted, but they were still concrete, and an air filter in the ceiling was the only thing between them and suffocation. It looked good on the surface, but on the literal underneath it was a place for desperate measures, somewhere to hide while the world went to hell.

      Alfred remembered when Lord Evans had ordered it to be built, nearly thirty years ago, when Richard had been just a child. Lady Sophia had tried to talk him out of it but Lord Fredrick had insisted, and for nearly six months construction crews had worked solely at night, excavating the land and laying down the bunker, equipping it with everything Lord Evans had considered necessary at the time. For decades, Alfred had been required to give it a monthly clean, dusting everything down, making sure the filters worked, the toilets flushed, and the taps ran clear. After the lord’s death, Richard had ordered all activities to cease, so now, after more than a year of inattention, the bunker was stuffy and dirty, the air filters coated in dust.

      Climbing down, Alfred placed the cans he had brought on a shelf and inspected the bunker’s components.

      Nothing seemed amiss. It was a little grimy, but the filters appeared to be working. The water from the taps ran clear, and the lights all switched on. The electricity system was connected to the house, which now ran on more recently installed solar panels. There were plenty of spare bulbs, and the fridge, which he would soon start to fill, was cool.

      As a man of duty, the events in the outside world were none of his concern, but he had to admit that the master’s sudden request had left him a little spooked. In one corner of the bunker was a television—a modern replacement of the old box that had stood here until a year prior to Lord Evans’s death—and Alfred found himself reaching for the remote in a bracket on the wall. He needed to check that it worked, after all.

      The first couple of channels he flicked over were the usual filler—varieties, game shows, reality this and that—which June used to enjoy on an evening off. Alfred was a man of books, and classics at that; little written in the last fifty years held much interest for him, not when there were so many of his own contemporaries he was yet to read.

      The next channel was a news loop. A middle-aged reporter wearing a construction site hard hat stood in front of a building in flames, although it looked slightly off-kilter, as though it were a superimposition.

      ‘The government is advising everyone north of Birmingham to stay at home,’ the reporter said. ‘We will bring you updates when we have them of the nature of the problem. All we know so far is that at least two of the northern Preservation Zones have been breached in what appears to have been a coordinated effort. We’re hearing that heavily armed militants have appeared on the streets in Birmingham, London and Manchester, with the Armed Forces moving to engage them. At this stage we have only speculation that these militants are responsible for the breaches, but everyone is advised to stay at home until further notice. We will bring you further updates when we know more….’

      Alfred changed the channel. A couple more fluff channels: shopping, adverts. Then another news station, a local one.

      ‘We are evacuating,’ a young female reporter said into the camera. ‘It’s possible that soon we will be forced to go off-air, but stay tuned to our social channels for text updates.’

      A sudden explosion came from somewhere in the background, and for a moment everything shuddered. Alfred expected the station to go off-air, but the woman’s face reappeared, leaning close to the camera. ‘We’re hearing reports of a significant explosion at the Houses of Parliament,’ she hissed. ‘No further information is coming out of London at this point. We advise you to take shelter, and to stay at home until you hear further instructions. Stay safe—’

      The connection broke. Alfred sighed. He flicked past a couple more shopping channels and a black and white film, then switched the television off.

      At least he knew it worked.

      He replaced the remote in the bracket and headed for the ladder. It would soon be dark, and he had several more loads to do.

      Whatever was going on, he felt that following the second reporter’s advice would be for the best. They were safe here in the grounds of the house, and it wouldn’t do to panic.

      Richard had taken away June’s television a month ago, claiming that it was a distraction from her work. Since then, she had spent most of her free time listening to old records on a record player in their quarters.

      He didn’t really know what he could tell her, not yet.

      It was best to carry on as normal, for now.
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      The sirens woke Alan Graf from an uneasy slumber. He had fallen asleep in the chair by the window again. Light peeked around the drawn curtains, and for a moment he felt disorientated, unsure of both the time and the day itself.

      The clock read just after seven. Alan pushed himself up, feeling an unfamiliar muscle ache in his shoulders. That was it—a patient had come in late last night, a big guy, stumbling about, complaining about dizziness. He’d fallen, and it had taken three of them to get him up off the floor. The doctor had diagnosed complications related to type 2 diabetes, but after helping get the man into a ward, Alan’s role had ended. He remembered getting home two hours later than his shift should have ended, checking on Dad, then slumping into the easy chair with a cup of tea to take a moment to relax for a few minutes before bed.

      He had knocked the tea off the table at some point in the night, and a grey-brown stain had soaked deep into the carpet. Alan just stared at it, too tired to rouse himself to fetch a sponge and some cleaning liquid. He would get to it when he could.

      Like a lot of things.

      Another siren howled in the distance. He recognised this was an ambulance; the one that had woken him was a fire engine. Birmingham’s emergency services were busy tonight. He hoped that whoever was unfortunate enough to be expecting them wasn’t hurt too badly, and wondered if he would encounter some result of it later, on his evening shift.

      For now, Dad was the priority. Moving stiffly, Alan went to the hall and cracked Dad’s door. The air filter purred; the heart rate monitor beeped; the non-invasive ventilation machine hummed. Dad, pale and thin, his face little more than a stubbly, creased mask over bones, sat propped up in bed, his eyes closed, the ventilator mask over his mouth and nose. As he did every day, Alan watched for Dad’s breathing, ignoring the gentle background noise of the machines until he saw for himself that the old man still lived.

      Only then did he enter the room.

      ‘How are we feeling today?’ he said in a low voice, adopting his best ward manner for Dad, aware that the slightest surprise could be the end of him. ‘A little better?’

      It was unlikely, but Alan had seen miracles on the wards that he hoped one might one day follow him home. While he knew in his heart he was only providing palliative care, nevertheless he still dreamed of Dad one day being strong enough to get out of bed, to walk alongside Alan down to the river where they had spent so many good days, perhaps throwing a line out over the water like old times.

      ‘That’s good,’ Alan said, covering his mouth, aware the tears were coming. He mentally went through the list of morning jobs—change Dad’s incontinence slip, feed him breakfast, turn him, give him a bed bath, then switch on the radio or the TV to provide a little entertainment, check the machines, administer his medicine—while backing out of the room and gently closing the door.

      By the time he was in the kitchen making coffee while heating up the baby food that Dad now lived on, his eyes were so watery he could barely see. He drank one coffee quickly, then refilled his cup while chewing on a piece of toast—nothing tasted good anymore—then returned to Dad’s room to start his duties.

      When he was finished, leaving Dad comfortable and clean, a radio drama playing gently in the corner, he went back to the living room and checked his work schedule. He needed to get Dad’s ventilation machine serviced soon, which the government wouldn’t pay for. Was there some way he could squeeze in another shift? The money would help.

      He was about to make another coffee when an almighty explosion came from somewhere nearby. Alan staggered, reaching out for the back of a chair to steady himself as books slid from shelves and a framed photograph fell off a sideboard and struck the edge of the old fireplace lintel, the glass shattering. As other rumbles sounded, each a little further away, Alan roused himself and hurried to Dad’s room.

      Dad’s gummy eyes were open, moving around the room. Alan knelt beside him, a hand on Dad’s arm, and whispered comforting words until Dad’s eyes closed again, and the bleeping from the heart rate monitor attached to his finger began to slow.

      Alan let out a taut breath. A close call. But what had made that noise? It sounded as though a gas storage facility had exploded, but there were none anywhere near their part of town. The only other thing he could think of was perhaps the sewage pipes, but would an underground explosion have made that kind of commotion?

      After convincing himself that Dad was all right, he went to the front door and peered out through the spy hole. The street was busier than usual, a couple of dozen people hurrying past, all heading south. No cars though, but when he opened the door and looked up the street, he saw one had overturned near the north junction with Leicester Road, blocking access.

      Something about the scene outside made him uneasy. Dad was his priority, and he wanted no part of anyone else’s problems, but as he started to close the door, a young boy he recognised and who lived nearby came running across the street, waving a hand at him to wait.

      ‘Mr. Graf! Mr. Graf! You’re a doctor, aren’t you? There’s a man hurt up there.’

      A nurse, but he guessed the boy’s father might have hammed him up a little. He paused, wanting to refuse, but the
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