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Synopsis

 

Two deaths could be an accident. Three must be murder.

 

2039, twenty years after the AIs went to war, plague and famine has reduced the global population to a hundred million. Most of the planet is a wasteland, with only a handful of enclave-nations preserving a dim shadow of civilisation. Technology has regressed to the era of steam trains, telegrams, and sailing boats, but democracy survived and is again under threat.

 

Three terrorist insurgencies have swept across Europe, pillaging farms, burning villages, destroying two decades of fragile recovery. Those refugees who escaped the massacres fled to the coast. Like a century before, Calais and Dunkirk have become the front line.

 

On the home front, rationing continues, and another ice-age winter has begun. Christmas is only days away, but Constable Ruth Deering’s mood is anything but festive. In the walled city of Dover, a lonely chef is discovered dead, poisoned. What first appeared to be an accident is soon suspected to be the work of a serial killer who is certain to strike again.

 

On the front line, Henry Mitchell doesn’t view this as war, just another crime against humanity during the twenty-year-long battle for survival. As hastily built bastions are fortified by a conscript-militia, Mitchell ventures deep behind the lines, hunting for the mastermind responsible for this latest assault.

 

In the new British capital of Twynham, a peace treaty with the separatist kingdom of Leicester is in peril. Until it’s signed, the soldiers laying siege to the royalist redoubt can’t be redeployed to the front.

 

As rusting tanks are recovered for repair, as new regiments are raised, and spies are sent east, the nation prepares for a war that certainly won’t be over by Christmas.
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22nd December 2039

 

The Story So Far

The Dover Police Station, Park Street, Dover

 

Police Constable Ruth Deering watched the clock as it chimed seven. Her twelve-hour shift was mere seconds from being over. Dover had two police officers: herself and Sergeant Elspeth Kettering. Where Sergeant Kettering had been a police officer in Dover for over twenty years, Ruth had only been in Dover for two months. Before then, Ruth had spent two months with Mister Henry Mitchell’s Serious Crimes Unit in Britain’s new capital city on the Dorset coast, Twynham. Before that, she’d been in the police academy, though she’d grown up in a refugee camp. Since she didn’t know precisely how old she was, technically, she hadn’t lied about her age to join the police, but she had exaggerated. Since every able body was now being conscripted into the army, she’d definitely made the right career choice.

Twenty years after the Blackout, Britain’s population hovered at around two million, recently boosted by the influx of refugees fleeing European atrocities. Fifteen thousand lived within Dover’s walls, making it one of the more populous cities in one of the more populous countries in the world.

Billions had died because of the Blackout. Some were killed immediately when the competing digital viruses caused planes to fall from the sky, cars to crash, power stations to burn, and almost every motor to explode. Many more had died when the nuclear bombs were launched. No one knew if that had been caused by the virus, but the bombs’ electromagnetic pulses had brought an end to that first horror, though the real nightmare was only beginning. Famine. Plague. Floods. Droughts. Ice-age winters followed by furnace summers. Billions had died, and theirs hadn’t been a swift death.

But recently, as springs and autumns lengthened, hope returned. An expedition had arrived from the Pacific. Ships sailed across the Atlantic so frequently they almost had a schedule. The children of European refugees had returned to the continent as settlers and adventurers, mining the ruined cities for lost treasures. Locally, the newspaper had a new rival in a national radio station, inaugurated with a broadcast relayed through booster-stations to the disunited U.S.A. Admittedly, a sniper had used the ceremony to attempt the assassination of the British prime minister and the U.S. ambassador, but Ruth and the rest of the Serious Crimes Unit had stopped the assassin.

Rationing had been coming to an end. Biodiesel was going to replace coal. Cinemas were re-opening, even if they were only showing very, very old films. The city gates were no longer shut at night for fear of seaborne pirates. Until the war.

Three organised groups of barbarous killers had swept across Europe, from the north, south, and east. Refugees had fled before them, all aiming for Calais, the Channel Tunnel, and the only certain escape from the horror. But the barbarians were aiming for Calais, too. The first major assault had been halted. Ruth had found herself caught in the middle of the bloody street-battle waged in Calais. They’d held the city, but the barbarians now sniped and ambushed the patrols who ventured any distance from the coast.

But Calais wasn’t her concern, even if she could often hear the artillery fire, carried by the wind across the twenty-mile strait. She was a copper, and Dover was, for the moment, relatively crime-free.

The clock chimed seven. She slid the bolt on the door, locking the police station for the night. There were only two cops in Dover, a city of fifteen thousand civilians, more refugees, army conscripts, and allowed-ashore sailors. Only two coppers, but newly conscripted squads of soldiers patrolled the city, night and day, as part of their inadequate training for the front line. Yes, she really had made the right choice to become a cop.

She walked over to the smouldering fire in the half of the lobby reserved for witnesses and victims, and raked the embers. They had electricity in the police station thanks to the coal-burning power station in the old supermarket on Bridge Street. But the Royal Navy warships burned coal, too. So did the trains linking the populous southern coast with the farms and mines in Wales and Scotland. Factor in Dover’s bulging population, and there wasn’t enough electricity to spare for a luxury like an electric heater.

Behind the duty desk, a small staircase led upstairs to the apartments where Ruth currently lived. They’d been offices in the olden days, used by detectives and administrators. Over the last twenty years, they’d been home to dozens of different constables who’d come and gone, while Sergeant Elspeth Kettering had remained. She’d grown up in Dover, and joined the police before the Blackout. An institution in Dover, Kettering had refused all promotions to the sprawling new coastal capital on the Dorset coast. Kettering had stayed, and raised a family in the rabbit-warren terrace further along Park Street.

With the advent of this new war, Ruth’s adoptive mother, Maggie, had come to Dover. Maggie Deering had returned to her original calling, and was once again a surgeon, working in the military hospital in the castle. Sergeant Kettering’s eldest daughter, Eloise, had moved into the apartments above the police station, while Maggie had moved into Eloise’s old room in the terrace. The arrangement suited everyone. Ruth finally had a friend her own age to talk with.

Upstairs, Ruth found Eloise in the kitchen-living room, adding a small shovel of coal into their stove.

“Where’d the coal come from?” Ruth asked.

“I won’t say while you’re wearing your uniform,” Eloise said.

“Then I’ll go change,” Ruth said, guessing the answer was the power station. Eloise’s father had worked there, until he’d died. Eloise had intended to follow in his footsteps, until the war. Stealing coal was a serious crime, but neither of them had time to gather firewood from the forested wild-lands of Kent, and they’d already been through three blizzard-and-thaw cycles this winter.

“Should I ask where the Christmas tree came from?” Ruth asked.

“Elgar and Edwin brought it up this afternoon,” Eloise said. “They said they saw you.”

“They did? I must have been busy,” Ruth said.

“They must have been scared,” Eloise said. “I bet they sneaked in while you were on patrol.”

“They’re scared of me?” Ruth asked.

“Scared and in awe,” Eloise said. “You know how boys can be.”

Ruth did. She’d grown up in the Milford Immigration Centre on the ruined outskirts of Bournemouth, where her adoptive mother, Maggie, had been a teacher and occasional physician. Growing up, there had been plenty of children her own age, but they’d come and gone too quickly for any real friendships to have formed. At the police academy, she’d had one friend, Simon Longfield, but he had betrayed her.

“It is nice to have a tree,” Ruth said. The decorations were a mix of painted paper and scrap metal cut into shape. The tree itself was also made of steel. Two seven-branch, flat silhouettes cut from an old car’s bodywork, and which had arrived pre-decorated with a veneer of orange rust. This year’s was far from the first freezing winter. If anyone brought a wooden tree into a house during the darkest days of the year, it was never to adorn with baubles.

“What’s for dinner?” Ruth asked.

“Baked potatoes, and then baked apples,” Eloise said, pointing at the two trays keeping warm atop the stove. “Both of which I got off the ration. And we’ve enough of the seaweed pickle for both of us.”

“Flash. How was work?”

“Busy. Always busy,” Eloise said. “But I spent most of it scrubbing the corridors. I swear, if I were in charge, I’d insist the sailors take off their boots before coming into the castle. Not the soldiers,” she added. “They mostly arrive on stretchers. But those admirals who run the navy from the upper rooms, they really need to learn how to wipe their boots.”

“You should tell them,” Ruth said.

“No way, because you know what I heard?” Eloise walked over to the cupboard, and took out two plates. “They want four nurses to join a delegation to Australia.”

“Australia? Ah, and you don’t want to be sent?”

“No, I do,” Eloise said. “It won’t be until the war’s over. Since the navy has the ships, they’re organising it from here, so they’ll pick the nurses from here, too. Which means, if I ever want to ride on a kangaroo, I’ve got to smile at the admirals, even if they are messier than my brothers. Did you see today’s newspaper?”

“Only the headlines,” Ruth said. “Did I miss something good?”

“They printed a summary of the treaty the prime minister will be signing with Albion. There’s a map, too, showing the route the procession will take.”

“There’s a procession? In this weather? I bet no one turns out.”

“It’s free entertainment,” Eloise said.

“You’d watch a pretender-king march through the streets?” Ruth asked.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say he’s a pretender,” Eloise said. “But mostly I’d go because it’s over, you know? They’re the last group of separatists, and now they’re laying down their guns. Or their bows, I should say. With every train returning from the front with the injured and sick, it’s wonderful to have this one piece of good news. The paper says that all the soldiers who were stationed in the north will be sent to Europe.”

“Let’s wait and see if it happens,” Ruth said. “I got a telegram from Anna.”

“About the signing?” Eloise asked.

“No, just to say she’s not sure if she’ll make it down here before Christmas.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. Did she say why?”

“No.”

“It’s probably work,” Eloise said.

“I hope so,” Ruth said. “But I don’t like to think of her alone, in Twynham.”

“She’s been living alone for years, hasn’t she?” Eloise said. “She’s about ten years older than you, right?”

“A bit more, I think,” Ruth said. “Mister Mitchell and Isaac rescued her near the beginning of the Blackout, when she was ten. She was abducted in Ireland, brought to Britain by some horse traders. But she doesn’t like talking about it.”

“My point is, she’s used to being alone,” Eloise said.

“But not while in a wheelchair,” Ruth said.

“She’s back at work now,” Eloise said, “so she must be recovering.”

“But she’s still in that chair,” Ruth said. “I do worry it might be permanent. Now she’s spending the holidays alone, when almost everyone she knows is away at war.”

That was part of the reason for her worry. The other part was that she felt responsible. Anna Riley had been shot because she had been in the lead climbing the stairs, but the man holding the shotgun had been Simon Longfield’s father. Simon had been her friend at the academy. But then Ruth had learned he’d been spying on her, and the Serious Crimes Unit’s investigation, for his mother. Mrs Longfield was an industrialist who had dreams of wearing Britain’s rusting crown. Simon’s parents had died during the raid which had put Anna Riley in the wheelchair. Isaac had made Simon disappear. Ruth didn’t know if that meant he was alive or dead, nor did she care.

“You’re worried,” Eloise said. “Of course you are. Anna’s your second-cousin by employment.”

“She’s my what?”

“The twins worked it out,” Eloise said. “They’re trying to figure out what Isaac’s place in the universe is, you see.”

“Them and me both,” Ruth said.

“Mister Mitchell worked for your mum back when she was a professor in America, so that makes him and Isaac your cousins by employment, and so his daughter becomes a second cousin. I thought she should be your niece, but they decided that was too weird.”

“Your brothers are weird,” Ruth said.

“Tell me about it. Have you heard from Isaac?”

“Not a peep since he disappeared,” Ruth said. “I went down to the docks earlier, but his boat isn’t back either.”

“Do you think he went to the front?”

“He must have done. He’s probably with Mister Mitchell, causing trouble in France.”

When Isaac and his followers were in Dover, Isaac squatted in the police station apartments. The enigmatic Mrs Zhang spent most of her time on their ship, mostly to prevent the navy from commandeering it. Gregory did most of the cooking. The sniper, Kelly, was meticulous, though she treated all property as communal. Isaac acted as if he owned the place, and so had a right to sell it. Despite that, Ruth did worry what had become of him, and his team.

 

She retreated to her room to hang up her uniform. The trousers were covered in slush-melt, but due to the power shortage, the launderette had shut up early for Christmas. She’d have to make do with a brush-clean when the uniform was dry. Christmas? It didn’t feel like it. Growing up in the refugee camp, Christmas had been a big deal. There hadn’t been much food, and even fewer gifts, but they’d decorated the schoolhouse, they’d had plays and pantos, songs and stories, and a giant bonfire. They’d had fun. This year, the war had cast a long shadow over the festivities.

Was it the war? Or was it also the violence she’d witnessed since leaving the police academy?

During her two months with the Serious Crimes Unit, they’d saved the old prime minister’s life, and that of the American ambassador, a man who seemed certain to win the presidency in the U.S.A.’s upcoming reunification election. They’d stopped coups and plots by politicians, by police officers, and by the leadership of the Railway Company. Counterfeiting. Kidnapping. Murder. So much pain, so much death. So many innocent lives taken, or ruined.

From her coat pocket, she took out the letter from the convent in Twynham. Postmarked a week ago, it had only arrived that morning. The letter wasn’t long, and penned by the Mother Superior, but was in response to one of her own, written to the man they only knew of as Ned Ludd.

The young man, an extreme technophobe, had been encouraged to sabotage the telegraph. He’d been arrested, but his delinquent co-saboteurs had all been murdered. No one knew who he was. Even he didn’t know who he was. The poor man could barely string a sentence together, and it was rarely coherent. The charges against Ned had been dropped, and the convent had offered him a room, and work in their gardens. Ned Ludd’s misguided friends hadn’t been so lucky. So much pain. So much misery. So much death. All reduced to a line on the radio’s news bulletin and a pull-out section in the paper.

She propped the letter on the narrow desk as a reminder to write a reply when she was in a more cheerful mood. Pulling on her favourite moth-chewed baggy jumper, she trekked back out to the living room, where Eloise had turned on the digital projector, left behind by Isaac.

“Oh, are we watching a movie tonight?” Ruth asked.

“Absolutely,” Eloise said. “I don’t know when either of us will get another night off. So what do you want to watch?” She cautiously tapped the button on the side of the projector, slowly scrolling through the movies preloaded on the USB.

“There are a lot more than I thought,” Ruth said.

“Hundreds,” Eloise said. “It’s got to be nearly all the movies ever made.”

The cinema in Dover had been closed again to preserve electricity. It had only been open a few months, previously having been shuttered for twenty years due to the latent taboo surrounding old-world technology. The theatre had been shut for the winter, too. The panto had been cancelled. The city gates were closed at nightfall, and a curfew began at ten. There wasn’t much to do in Dover except work, and there was plenty of that for the both of them.

“How did Isaac get so many films?” Eloise asked.

“Don’t ask,” Ruth said. “That’s the answer to any question involving him. Ooh, The Remains of the Day, that’s what Remaining Days is based on.”

“I’ll wait to see it on stage,” Eloise said. “Lord of the Rings?”

“The books had a lot of walking in them,” Ruth said. “I get enough of that during daylight.”

“Independence Day? That must be a political movie.”

“Veto,” Ruth said. “I fancy something silly and distracting, and nothing to do with politics, or policing. Maybe something about animals?”

“How about this one, The Silence of the Lambs? That sounds pretty tame.”

“Perfect,” Ruth said.
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15th December

 

Chapter 1 - The Front Line

The Drummond-Dumond Farm, Pas de Calais, France

 

Henry Mitchell walked his bicycle north along the icy highway. He’d abandoned any attempt at riding two miles, and three falls, ago. This road was in better repair than most, twenty years after the collapse of the previous civilisation, but the winter storms had left a frosting of frozen mud camouflaging the ice-filled potholes.

The old road signs told him they were halfway between Calais and Dunkirk, and still on the A16. To the west was the coastal Green Zone. To the east lay the rest of Europe. On paper, the highway marked the front line. In reality, there were no signs of life between his shadow and the horizon. Ahead lay a ruined farmhouse. Behind was a wrecked fuel tanker, gathering rust for twenty years. At his side was his guide, Jean-Luc Roseau, a twenty-three-year-old French trader who’d grown up scavenging along the old highways of Europe.

“We could still reach Dunkirk tonight,” Jean-Luc said.

“You mean if I get back on the saddle?” Mitchell asked. “Why the rush? We’ve got plenty of time.”

“The sooner we reach Dunkirk, the sooner we will get to Belgium,” he said, raising a hand to check his pride and joy, a drooping moustache which nearly reached his chin.

“But the spy won’t arrive in Nieuwpoort for another week,” Mitchell said.

“If he’s on time,” Jean-Luc said. “But if he’s late, we could be waiting in Nieuwpoort for days. We could miss Christmas. There will be a table for you at Monsieur Fry’s restaurant.”

“Isaac will meet us in Nieuwpoort with his ship,” Mitchell asked. “It’s about five hours sailing to Dover.”

“If his ship is in Nieuwpoort,” Jean-Luc said.

“It will be,” Mitchell said. “Isaac is a lot of things, not all of them good, but he is a man of his word.”

“Bien sûr. But we still need to scout the Belgian harbour for the navy, and the bridges for the army. That will take two days.”

“So we’ll be done by the twenty-third,” Mitchell said. “You’ll still be back in Dover for Christmas lunch. I might even make it back to Twynham. Regardless, it’s only another sixty kilometres. We’ll camp in the ruins tonight, and still reach the Dunkirk garrison soon after first light. We’ll be across the border by lunch, and in Nieuwpoort by nightfall.”

“If there are no new orders awaiting us in Dunkirk,” Jean-Luc said. “And whether there are or not, we won’t stop in Dunkirk. It is a week until your spy arrives in Belgium. A week living in the ruins, cooking what we can hunt over wood fires.”

“I thought you grew up living like that,” Mitchell said.

“Which is why I take advantage of simple luxuries when they are available,” Jean-Luc said. “The garrison in Dunkirk will have hot showers. Hot food. Maybe even clean clothes.”

Mitchell glanced down at his slush-speckled trousers. Wearily, he threw his leg over the crossbar and kicked off. “Fine. Dunkirk tonight, Belgium tomorrow, but I’ll want a Christmas dinner from Mr Fry, as well. Two dinners. One for me. One for my daughter.”

Fifty was a milestone still on Henry Mitchell’s horizon, but it loomed larger each day, casting a shadow nearly as long as the winter sun on the snow-flecked French fields. He should have been back in Dover three days ago, but he’d taken a detour to gather evidence from an enemy mortar attack on the garrison at Ardres. Frustratingly, the enemy had left little behind beyond footprints and bullet casings.

Until two months ago, the Royal Navy’s intelligence unit had been entirely focused on tidal heights and harbour depths. Following the attack on Calais, a new unit had been formed, run by Commissioner Weaver out of Police House in Twynham, answering directly to the Prime Minister. Henry Mitchell wasn’t the only member of that unit, but where the others sought clues on where the next attack might come, he was hunting the mastermind behind them.

He’d been given the rank of Inspector-General. No real authority came with the title. Nor did a pay-rise. But the rank rang with sufficient authority that he could ignore the naval officers running the army who didn’t think politicians should be running a war.

“Monsieur, ahead!” Jean-Luc hissed.

“Trouble?” Mitchell asked, raising his eyes, though not his head.

“Les rosbif,” Jean-Luc said. “They have barricaded the bridge.”

“Why’d they do that?” Mitchell asked, realising the answer even as he spoke. “Because of the railway depot two miles to the south.”

The A16 followed the coast but always a few kilometres inland. In the south, it led to Abbeville, where it turned inland and towards the rubble of Paris. In the north, it changed its name at the border, but continued on through Belgium, the Netherlands, and Germany, all the way to Denmark and the long-destroyed bridges to Sweden.

Twenty years after the Blackout, the limited nuclear exchange, and subsequent famines and plagues, ice-age winters and furnace summers, the European Union was little more than an idea. France was in exile, and the United Kingdom was both disunited and on a certain path towards republicanism. But the regiment of conscripts guarding the bridge stood beneath the Union Jack, the old French Tricolour, and the new European Union’s starfield banner.

“Halt and be recognised!” a young private in conscript-green yelled, her voice rising to a squeak at the end.

“Inspector Henry Mitchell, Military Intelligence,” he said.

“Inspecteur-Générale!” Jean-Luc added. “Je suis Commandant Jean-Luc Roseau de la Grande Armée Européenne.”

The private looked doubtfully at their uniforms, clearly uncertain what to do next.

“Call your NCO,” Mitchell said. “When presented with a problem, it’s always best to pass it up the chain of command.”

The private nodded, and hurried away.

The barricade had been built across the road, partially with broken farm equipment, and partly with the railway ties and tracks which should have been laid over this bridge as part of the new railway’s expansion. Those plans had stalled as the barbarians had swept through Europe.

“That’s the canal L’Aa?” Mitchell asked, walking over to the side of the bridge. Below, the storm-swollen river lapped around and into a stone-walled fishing shelter with a car-steel roof.

“The farm on the northern bank belonging to the Drummond and Dumond families,” Jean-Luc said. “They began with a trading post, opened an inn, and then a farm. They maintained this section of the road.”

“Their gravel and cement repairs hold up as well as any in Twynham,” Mitchell said diplomatically. “Did the families make it to Dover?”

“Most did. Four cousins went south to find a missing trade caravan. That was eight weeks ago.”

Mitchell could guess what had happened to them, and to the caravan.

An officer approached from the farmhouse. Like the private, he wore the hastily produced green tunic and trousers of a recent conscript, but on his belt was a Royal Navy sword, and on his face was the befuddled suspicion of a fish out of water dumped straight into a restaurant’s pick-your-own tank.

“Howdy,” Henry said, leaning into his childhood American accent. “Inspector Henry Mitchell, military intelligence. We’re scouting northward. You are?”

“First Lieutenant Donnie Ho, HMS— I mean Captain Donnie Ho, First Kent Fusiliers. Do you have identification?”

“My badge,” Mitchell said, pulling the chain out from beneath his coat. Unlike the conscripts, he and Jean-Luc wore the unofficial uniform of civilian scavengers: lightweight, artificial, old-world fabrics, all of a mottled grey colour which doubled as camouflage in their semi-frozen world. “You can confirm my authority by sending a telegram to the admiral in Calais. The code word is spangled.”

“They haven’t laid the telegraph here yet,” Ho said. “We had a radio, but—” He stopped himself, as if worried he was about to reveal a military secret.

“I bet they have a telegraph at end of the railway line, two miles back,” Mitchell said.

“Our orders are that no one leaves this post,” Ho said.

“Well, if you don’t believe us, you should put us under arrest, and give us a meal. If you do believe us, you can just offer us that meal.”

“And I must inspect the damage for Madame Dumond,” Jean-Luc said.

“Who’s that?” Ho asked.

“Madame Dumond, matriarch of the Drummond-Dumond trading clan,” Jean-Luc said. “This is their farm. As representative of the European Union Restoration Council, I shall have to file a report.”

“A report?” Ho asked, instantly enraged. “There’s a bloody war on!”

Mitchell hid his smile, letting the two bicker while he took in the defences.

Ten soldiers stood on the bridge, in the centre of which, facing north, was a 120mm rifled cannon. This weapon looked to be a naval gun affixed to a recently built six-wheeled carriage. A second carriage stood dangerously close, stacked with ammunition. Mitchell turned his gaze eastwards, to the no-one’s land stretching all the way to the Alps. Shells on a bridge? That would be a tempting target.

“If we’re going to argue, let’s do it inside,” Mitchell said, and began walking, before Captain Ho could object.

The Drummond-Dumond hamlet had originally been a three-storey farmhouse with four large barns and two small outbuildings built on the northeastern edge of the bridge. Since the Blackout, a steel palisade had been erected. From the withered weeds growing in the cracked cement holding the welded car roofs in place, those defences had been built in the early years. In turn, they’d constricted how far out the farm could grow, forcing the owners to build up and between. Double-decker walkways linked the house and the barn. Between them, again facing north, was another artillery piece, and another six-wheeled caisson, still attached to the four bicycles which must have towed the ammunition here. Other equipment was being uncertainly stacked by conscripts as green as their coats.

“Have you just arrived?” Mitchell asked.

“I can’t discuss our deployment,” Ho said.

“Mister Mitchell, is that you?” a woman called.

Mitchell turned and saw a sergeant walking towards him. It took him a moment to put a name to the young but battle-worn face: Joanna ‘Jo-Jo’ Johannes, whom he’d last seen in the hospital, just after the assault on Calais six weeks before. Back then, she’d been a corporal in the Marines, and recovering from a gunshot.

“Jo-Jo! Good to see you,” he said. “But shouldn’t you still be on the sick-list?”

“A promotion’s the best medicine in the world, sir,” Jo-Jo said.

“Do you know him, Sergeant?” Ho asked.

“Everyone knows Mister Mitchell, sir,” Jo-Jo said. “He saved the prime minister, stopped the coup, and helped me stop them taking Calais. How is Constable Deering, sir?”

“Keeping the peace in Dover,” Mitchell said. “Why are you guarding that bridge?”

“I don’t think we should—” Ho began.

“The generals want bastions along the front line,” Jo-Jo said. “They sent us here to build one.”

“Bastions?” Mitchell asked. “First I’ve heard of it.”

“The general believes the bastions will create a truly safe Green Zone, behind which the French farmers can return to till the land,” Ho said.

“But after a long day in the fields, where will we sleep when you are in our beds?” Jean-Luc asked.

“It’s about half an hour until sunset,” Mitchell said. “Did you want to send that messenger back to the train depot, Captain, or will you take your sergeant’s word on my identity?”

“Of course, I trust my sergeant,” Ho said.

Before Captain Ho could add a caveat, Mitchell cut in. “Capital. You’re here to protect this bridge. I assume your orders warn of an attack from the north, possibly on those trains parked further south.”

“The previous ambushes did target locomotives,” Ho said.

“Yes, but you’ve provided our enemy with an even more tempting target,” Mitchell said. “You’re aware they have mortars? One round hits the ammunition caisson here, and this farm becomes a crater. If they hit the caisson on the bridge, we’re going to spend the next month fishing rubble out of the canal.”

“They won’t attack the bridge,” Ho said. “The general says they need the bridges and roads intact.”

“I don’t know what the enemy’s plans are, so there’s no way a general does,” Mitchell said. “I’d advise you to move the ammunition. Jean-Luc, is there a cellar here?”

“Of course.”

“Move the shells below ground,” Mitchell said. “But be surreptitious. Don’t make it obvious what you’re doing. I’m going to scout the fields.”

“Do you think the enemy are out there?” Ho asked.

“I would be,” Mitchell said, striding away before Captain Ho could object.

“Mind if I tag along, sir?” Jo-Jo asked, falling into step next to Mitchell.

“I never mind company,” Mitchell said. He unzipped his bag, from which he drew an M4 carbine with a collapsible stock.

“Nice gun, sir,” Jo-Jo said with envy.

“Borrowed from an old friend,” Mitchell said. “How did you really end up back at the front, Jo-Jo?”

“They offered me the promotion, sir,” she said. “Yeah, I know that makes it sound like the army’s desperate, but me saying no wasn’t going to magic up some more soldiers.”

“Tell me about it,” Mitchell said. “Is everyone else here a conscript?”

“Not all. Some were clerks or cooks. There’s even a tank driver.”

“But no tank,” Mitchell said.

“Not unless you know something I don’t,” Jo-Jo said.

“Don’t hold your breath unless you can hold it until the summer.” He stopped, halfway across the frozen field. “These were all cabbages. Low to the ground. No cover here. I’ve been roaming the battlefields south of Calais this last month, piecing together scraps of evidence from all the attacks since the big one.”

“There’s been three, haven’t there?” Jo-Jo asked.

“Three sets of simultaneous, night-time ambushes, and far too many skirmishes,” Mitchell said, scanning the terrain. “The bulk of our army is bogged down trying to secure a land route to the Mediterranean.”

“Why?” Jo-Jo asked.

“Beats me, because it’s no way to beat the enemy,” Mitchell said. “But I’m not a general. Would they hide in that orchard? Ah, but I can see right through those trees. No, the trees don’t offer much cover without the leaves. This way.” 

An orchard had been planted in the corner of the second field. Further along the boundary line, a massive oak had been struck by lightning, and then by the wind. It had fallen, lifting its roots deep from the soil.

Mitchell gestured beyond the lightning-blasted tree, motioning she should circle left, while he went right.

There was no one there.

“Each of these night-time ambushes follows the same pattern,” Mitchell said as he peered at the loose soil behind the fallen tree. “Three sets of attacks. Four in one night, then seven, then five, all timed to take place at the same time. Eleven-twenty, one-thirty, half past midnight. Each attack consists of around ten mortar shells being lobbed at a target, while five hundred to a thousand rounds of assault rifle ammo are fired. The attacks last under five minutes before our enemy vanishes into the night. And they really do vanish. The official report says they’ve sustained heavy casualties, but the reality is we’ve collected three corpses, and a few old-world rifles.”

“How many people have we lost, sir?” she asked.

“About seventy. Twice that number injured severely enough to be sent back to Dover. That’s not counting the daylight skirmishes. We do better there. But these night-time attacks are really taking their toll. Our enemy knows where to aim their mortars. That takes skill, but it also requires a spotter. Someone has to lie out in the frozen ground, watching the target.” He crouched down. “Here, I think.”

“Someone was watching us?” Jo-Jo asked.

“Yep. Doesn’t mean they’ll attack you, or that they’ll attack tonight. But they would have seen the artillery pieces. You’ve been marked as a potential target. Hmm. I wonder whether they hoped to cross the bridge. If they did, now you’re here, they won’t be able to. In which case, you’re an even more likely target. Well, this is what the generals wanted.”

“It is?” she asked.

“Yep. A bastion to hold the bridge and draw their fire,” Mitchell said. “Come on. We’ve got some work to do before dark, and some more afterwards. Just don’t look back.”

“You think we’re being watched still?”

“Unsure, but let’s assume it.” He trudged back towards the farm, counting under his breath. “Assuming someone sets up a mortar at the tree, our soldiers could run from the farm in three minutes, and straight into assault rifle fire. That’s how we lost seventeen at Ardres.”

“We can retrain the cannon on the tree,” Jo-Jo said.

“No, I’ve got a different idea,” Mitchell said. “Find a couple of wheelbarrows. Load them with kindling. After dark, wheel them out into the field, at least twenty metres from the farm, and ten metres apart. At about nine, light them. We don’t want a bonfire, just a few small blazes which burn themselves out. We’ll have no lights on in the farm, so that might confuse their aim. Your unit has a radio set?”

“Yes, sir. Hasn’t worked for days. It got dumped in a puddle. Someone tried washing the mud out of its innards. Should I send a runner back to the train depot?”

“No, it’s getting too late,” Mitchell said. “Besides, the purpose of a bastion is to be a target. The generals shouldn’t need us warning them we’re in danger of attack. Secure the shells below ground. Don’t fire the guns. Get everyone hidden with some bricks at their backs, and orders not to shoot.”

“We’re not allowed to fire back?” Jo-Jo asked.

“Our enemy isn’t a cohesive unit,” Mitchell said. “They’re a gang of killers who rampaged through Europe in the hope of looting Britain. Someone is holding them together, arming them, supplying them, organising them. But these bandits will only follow as long as they get victories. They want blood. If we don’t return fire, they might attempt to take the bastion.”

“And we’ll massacre them,” Jo-Jo said.

“Here’s hoping.”





16th December

 

Chapter 2 - The Seasonal Search for Inspiration

The Drummond-Dumond Farm, France

 

To My Dear Anna, Happy Christmas, with all my love, Dad.

He looked at the words he’d written on the card. It wasn’t enough, but he didn’t know what else to say. Letters were easy. You began with the crime du jour, and ended by posing the question of who’d done it. He often wrote a letter or three to Anna while he was out in the wastelands, even if he was unable to post them until he returned. Cards? He hated cards, but it was the season.

It was also, according to his watch, a new day by a whole twenty minutes. The attack had yet to come. It still could, but with each passing second, the odds dropped. Jean-Luc snored gently in the corner. But that young man had grown up on a scavenging cart. He’d sleep through an earthquake.

The previous attacks had come within an hour of midnight, leaving the enemy plenty of time to run and hide before dawn. Mitchell would give it until one. If the attack hadn’t come by then, he’d sleep. Which left him an hour to finish writing the card.

Seeking inspiration, he looked around the second-storey room, which he’d claimed because it still had thick curtains to hide the light from his electric torch. One wall was painted pink, one green, one yellow, one mauve. The colour scheme matched the bedroom across the hall, so it was a choice rather than a necessity, probably decorated by someone too young to remember pre-Blackout reality real estate shows. The ceiling was white, and the floor-rug was damp, feeding a mould halo around the room’s second door. That door had been built around an old window frame, and now opened onto a walkway leading to the roof of a barn.

The double-bunk told him this had been a bedroom. The near identical locker-cupboards suggested it was a room for salaried staff rather than paying guests. The curtains were heavy, threaded with gold. Probably salvaged from some rambling chateau. The desk was a globally ubiquitous Swedish flat-pack, though with a replacement hand-lathed leg etched with an apprentice’s best scrollwork.

The wasted effort that had gone into replacing the table leg was made even more depressing by the graffiti on opposite walls. Latin on the green, Arabic on the pink. He couldn’t read either language, and from the hesitant strokes and splodgy mid-word corrections, neither could their authors. He knew the translations well enough. The Latin was the first few verses from the Gospel of Saint Sebastian, summarising the blood-and-pain doctrine of the knights. In Arabic were the twelve missives of the first emir, supposedly dictated by an archangel the day before the Blackout. Mitchell had seen both sets of scrawls in about a tenth of the properties the enemy had overrun. Did it represent the percentage of true believers among their foes, or just those who’d learned their source text by rote? It didn’t matter, and certainly wasn’t interesting enough to go in a Christmas card. No, what would be of interest to Anna was news of the investigation, but he had little new information to share.

He categorised the crimes, and their perpetrators, into two groups; the lesser, though hideously violent, butchery to the south of Calais, the synchronised night-time attacks, and the daytime ambushes by lone, and increasingly starving, renegades; and there was the big crime of the insurgency itself. Someone had organised a truce between these rival terrorist cults, and was still supplying them with equipment. Cut off those supplies, and the enemy would wither. His goal was to locate the supply depot. Isaac thought Switzerland, based on an old hunch. Mitchell thought the Black Sea, based on how some of the captured Kalashnikov assault rifles had been manufactured in Bulgaria, some in Albania, and others in Turkey.

It wasn’t much to share with his police officer daughter, but if he knew more, he’d be heading there, not sitting in an abandoned farmhouse only a few miles from the coast.

Perhaps the spy he and Isaac were meeting in Belgium would have learned the location of the enemy warlord. Probably not. If the spy was even still alive. Their secondary mission, though the admiralty thought it the most important, was to survey the damage to Nieuwpoort’s harbour and ascertain whether it would make a suitable naval base for the springtime offensive. Mitchell didn’t know when, how, or where that offensive would be launched, but nor had he known they were building a bastion on this bridge. Despite the implied seniority of his new rank, he was still just a lowly copper in pursuit of a suspect.

After Belgium, he could sail back to Kent with Isaac. If he was in England, he might as well report in to Twynham. While there, he certainly could see Anna, at least for a few hours.

In her last letter, Anna had said she was going to spend Christmas with Ruth and Maggie in Dover. That was unlikely, the words offered merely as reassurance to an anxious and absent father. Anna was back at work, and leave had been cancelled for absolutely everyone.

Ordinarily, he wouldn’t worry about her being alone, but she was still in a wheelchair after having been shot. In each of her letters, she said she was almost back to full strength, but that was more daughterly reassurance. With Ruth and Maggie in Dover, Isaac as often at sea as on land, and himself as often behind enemy lines as their own, Anna was alone in Twynham.

It was good she had work to fill her days, even if it was paperwork at Police House. Between the coup, the corruption, and the collapse of the Railway Company, a cloud of suspicion hung over most members of the police. The military now had priority for recruitment, and so the police were massively understaffed, just when they also needed a military intelligence division. She’d be busy. But still…

From outside came a gunshot, and a muted, “Hold your fire, damn you!”

He capped the pen, and closed the card, putting both back in his bag; there wasn’t much else in there except food, ammo, and eight grenades; four smoke, four shrapnel, and all from the prototype batch. In another month, they’d be producing enough to issue four to each soldier. Hopefully. The ammo was new-made by Isaac, recast from the government-issue rounds. The rifle was an old-world carbine, also from Isaac, also from a cache the man had claimed didn’t exist.

The soldiers outside carried the ten-round, semi-automatic, government-issue rifle modelled on the old M1 Garand in service a century ago. Why? Expedient bureaucracy. With pirate raids, separatist enclaves, and escaped zoo animals, farmers needed a hunting rifle they could also use for defence. Most of the refugees who’d fought their way to Britain had arrived armed. With such an abundance of weapons, gun control was impossible, so they’d adopted ammunition control instead. By issuing a new standard cartridge which didn’t fit in old-world, fully automatic weapons, they made those old guns useless. Theoretically. Until someone dismantled the new cartridges to make their own, retooled the barrel of an old-world gun, or found some forgotten stash of Kalashnikovs and bullets as their enemy had done.

He took out the night-scope. That was his own, salvaged years ago near Paris when he’d been travelling with Jean-Luc’s mother, with Isaac, and with the forlorn hope that a normal world could ever be restored. He attached the scope to the carbine, turned out the light, and went outside to check the perimeter.

 

“Sir, sir!”

Mitchell’s eyes opened. “Jo-Jo? What is it?” he asked, reaching for his holster even as he threw off the blanket.

“I’ve seen a light in the east,” Jo-Jo said.

“Please tell me it’s a star showing the way to Bethlehem,” Jean-Luc said, already on his feet, his carbine in hand.

“Wish I could,” Jo-Jo said. “Nah, it was electric. There and gone in a second. But it was there. Near that fallen tree.”

“What time is it?” Mitchell asked.

“Three o’clock, sir,” Jo-Jo said.

“It’s getting late for an attack,” Mitchell said. “But we’ll take no chances. Have you told Captain Ho?”

“I came straight to you, sir.”

“Wake the captain, then wake everyone,” Mitchell said. “But do it quietly. No one fires without my order. The barrage usually lasts five to ten minutes. Remember, no one returns fire. If they advance, when they’re halfway across the field, we’ll mow them down. Jean-Luc, support the northern flank. I’ll cover the south. Go.”

Carbine in hand, he left the room via the door leading onto the extension-walkway. He kept low, below the windows until, halfway across, he reached the partially broken frame between the two empty bookshelves. The wheelbarrow fires had long since burned out. Below, the encampment was dark. Above, heavy clouds lumbered across the sky, cutting visibility to virtually nil. He could discern the trees along the canal, and so their enemy would be able to make out the silhouette of the farm buildings. Yes, that would be an easy target for the enemy. So would the bridge. He rested the carbine on the broken sill and peered through the night-scope, searching for the lightning-struck tree. There was no movement; there was certainly no light.

Jo-Jo might have been mistaken. Or there could be a refugee out there, waiting for dawn when their approach wouldn’t result in a bullet. What he needed was flares. Mortars of their own. Better rifles. More ammunition. Radios. More night-scopes. His own flickered and then went dark. He needed more batteries, but those were scarcer than bullets. They needed so much, but if they had a single old-world armoured regiment, they’d drive the enemy east until they crushed them against the mountains.

He lifted his rifle from the window and was two steps towards the barn when the first shell exploded. The detonation shook the walkway, causing him to drop to one knee, but the blast had erupted to the south, outside the wall. Before he’d picked himself up, a second shell landed on the far side of the compound.

He scurried on
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