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Synopsis

 

The old world is gone, but a new era begins.

 

Fourteen months after the outbreak, thirteen months after the nuclear war, the old world is gone, but a new world is emerging. The evacuation of Britain failed, but other evacuations were a success. In Canberra, a new civilisation is being born, but in Canada, the survivors bid a last and final farewell to the Atlantic.

While a final evacuation of Nova Scotia is planned, the search for lost communities begins. The journey takes Bill and Kim to the very end of the Earth, and to a meeting with familiar strangers.

Crossing the border, Sholto endures a bittersweet return to the country he’d embraced so many decades ago. The United States he remembered is gone, and yet he can see its shadow among the burned ruins and desolate towns of the American Northeast.

But the rains soon turn to a flood that washes away the few bridges not destroyed during the failed quarantine. With no other escape from the deluge, they take to the river. On the Hudson, they sail into the middle of a civil war. When they learn one faction is led by the last surviving member of the political conspiracy that spawned the apocalypse, it is obvious which side to take.

 

Set among the thawing wilderness of Quebec and Ontario, the swollen rivers and flooded roads of New York, and in the courtrooms of Canberra, this novel includes characters and events from the five-part Pacific-based series Life Goes On.




Table of Contents

 

Part 1 - The Future to Come

 

22nd April

Chapter 1 - Some of the Story so Far

 

23rd March

Chapter 2 - The Avenging Army

Chapter 3 - The Kawasaki Which Broke the Chevy’s Back

24th March

Chapter 4 - Riverside Retreat

26th March

Chapter 5 - The Cracks Appear

Chapter 6 - Reality Check

Chapter 7 - One Hundred Million Reasons to Leave

27th March

Chapter 8 - A Yorkshire Greeting

Chapter 9 - No Fishing

28th March

Chapter 10 - Hot and Cold

Chapter 11 - White for a Funeral

Chapter 12 - Arriving Late to the Gunfight

29th March

Chapter 13 - Polar Bear Air

Chapter 14 - Worse Than Bears

Chapter 15 - A Town Full of Ghosts

 

22nd April

Chapter 16 - Some of the Story to Come

Chapter 17 - Behind the Curtain

 

Part 2 - Dinosaurs

 

23rd March

Chapter 18 - No Stone Unturned

24th March

Chapter 19 - All Holidays End

 

Part 3 - The Flooded State of a Sinking City

 

27th March

Chapter 20 - The World As It Is

28th March

Chapter 21 - The Granite Lake Human Sanctuary

29th March

Chapter 22 - Fire From Above

Chapter 23 - Where No Zombie Would Be Seen Dead

Chapter 24 - The Best-Worst Candidate

30th March

Chapter 25 - After the Deluge

Chapter 26 - The Last Salute

Chapter 27 - Sirens

Chapter 28 - Forward, Retreat

31st March

Chapter 29 - Rising Troubles

Chapter 30 - No Horsemen, Plenty of Heads

Chapter 31 - Edington and Normandy

Chapter 32 - Unclear and Present Danger

Chapter 33 - The Wisdom of Solomon

Chapter 34 - Governing a Catastrophe

Chapter 35 - When a Pirate Falls in the Woods, Does Anyone Hear?

Chapter 36 - Avalanche

1st April

Chapter 37 - Battles Won, Battles Lost, and Battles Still to Come

 

6th April

Chapter 38 - Home is Where You Pack Your Hat

 

16th April

Epilogue - Leaving the Past Behind






Part 1

The Future to Come

 

Quebec and Ontario

&

Canberra

 

23rd - 29th March

&

22nd April






22nd April

 

Chapter 1 - Some of the Story So Far

The Zombie War Crimes Tribunal, Canberra

 

“I never thought I’d wear a tie again,” Bill said, undoing the knot for the ninth time.

“I could say the same about make-up,” Kim said. Where he wore a grey suit that was too big in the chest and too narrow in the shoulders with a tie in an angry-sky shade of blue, she’d borrowed a sleeveless dress and a burgundy crop-jacket. That the dress was patterned with daisies was a coincidence, for neither had much choice in their attire. “But high heels have been consigned to the dustbin of history,” she added. “So this new Australian empire isn’t all bad. You need a bit of powder, too. You don’t want to look like a ghoul for the TV cameras.”

“That takes me back,” Bill said, taking her compact out of his pocket. “I used to give similar advice to clients. Always look healthy, especially when you’re sick.”

“Stop talking, or you’ll end up looking like a sick clown,” she said, as she dabbed his forehead and cheeks. “There. I can’t believe they took away my purse.”

“And they took away my cane,” he said, taking the compact and slipping it back into his pocket. “It’s almost like this is a courthouse, and I’m about to stand trial.”

“That’s not even close to funny,” she said, smoothing down his tie.

The windows of the upper floor room in the Canberra courthouse were covered with boards. Outside, what had begun as a scaffolding walkway just after the outbreak had grown into a rickety extension, overshadowing the road. Over the recent southern summer, it had become a trellis supporting a hanging garden which had withered in the heat, but had shielded the building from the worst of the Australian sun. Even in the Pacific, electricity was too scarce for air conditioning, as attested by the occasional flicker of the room’s solitary light bulb. At least the window didn’t have bars.

“What do you think of Canberra?” he asked, trying to distract both her and himself. “You’ve seen more of it than I have.”

“There are too many people here, Bill,” Kim said. “Too many people in too confined a space. Before we came to Australia, I thought I missed cities. Living cities, I mean, not those decaying ruins we have in the north. It turns out, what I really miss are wide-open spaces where the trees stretch for days.”

“Me, I’ve got concrete running my veins,” Bill said. “But I do miss the open road in Canada. Or maybe it’s the just the freedom to go where we want, when we wanted.”

“Except we weren’t really roaming free, were we, dear? We were always hunting for safety and looking for a home. That journey was always bound to come to an end.”

“I didn’t expect it to end here,” he said. “Do you know what the street address of this place is? London Circuit. That’s as close to coming full-circle as I’m going to get.”

“Would you really want to go back?” she asked. “I know I wouldn’t. When I saw my parents’ house, I was in shock for days. Seeing familiar places become so desolate always hurts the worst. The outbreak took so much from us all, I wouldn’t want it to take the last of my old memories, too. Happy and sad, they’re all anyone has at the end.”

“Now you’re the one being maudlin,” he said.

“I mean we lost everything, but gained so much. Okay, stop wrestling with that tie before you hang yourself. Sorry, bad choice of words.” She adjusted his tie. “There. Done, so don’t fiddle with it again. Clean-shaven suits you.”

“The haircut suits you,” he said.

“It’s a bit too 1990s for me,” she said. “I’d prefer shorter all over.”

“Ah, but you’re sporting the latest fashion,” he said.

“Survivor-chic,” she said. “And it cost me five dollars. I’ve no idea if that’s expensive or not.”

“Ten dollars a day is the nominal minimum wage,” Bill said.

“Then it was expensive. There you go, that’s something that hasn’t changed, out-of-towners being ripped off by local shopkeepers. I think we’re running late.”

He took out a pocket watch. It was a real museum piece, but it still kept the time. “Yep. Twenty minutes behind schedule. But rule one of a bureaucracy is that nothing ever runs to time. Not even a televised trial.” He sat down, stretched his leg, and rubbed his knee, and then his shoulder.

“Much pain?” she asked.

“No. I just want to get to the end of this,” he said. “It’s a show trial, with the emphasis on the show. You’ve got to admit, it’s all completely pointless.”

“Whether I do or not won’t bring down the curtain,” she said. “And there’s another bad choice of words. Why does every innocent expression also have a morbid connection?”

“I blame Shakespeare,” Bill said.

She smoothed the dress, gave it a tuck, a tug, and then gave a deep sigh. “I should have worn a suit, too. Well, one last time.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Bill said. “You look amazing. Like a million stars fallen to Earth.”

“And there’s the man I fell in love with,” she said, leaning forward before remembering. “Ah, best not. Lipstick.”

“And there’s one more thing to hold against this kangaroo court.”

“Just don’t call the judges that,” she said.

Their forced joviality was brought to a merciful end by a knock at the door, accompanied by a tinny, and barely audible, voice announcing, “That’s a beaut of a swing from Ramanathan! Six isn’t enough for such a smooth-contact stroke. If anyone in Queensland’s listening, can we please have our ball back?”

The radio was switched off. “You folks decent?” the police constable asked. His voice was clearer than the radio broadcast, much younger, but just as Australian. After an almost polite pause, he opened the door.

The young man, only introduced to them as Zach, wore the grey uniform of the new Alliance Defence Force, an organisation which included the army, navy, and air-force, though no branch was as numerous as the paramilitary police. On his shoulder, an orange, big-finned fish swam against a deep blue background. Beneath the hand-stitched fish-badge was a blue and gold flash which had been the official colours of the Australian Capital Territory, but which were now the colours for Canberra State. To Bill, they would always be the colours of Lisa Kempton.

“Is it time?” Kim asked.

“It’s time,” Zach said.

Bill wearily stood. “Once more into the breach,” he said.

“But this time, let’s not close the wall with our English dead,” Kim said. “Remember that I’m proud of you, our kids are proud of you, and that you should be proud, too. Now, take my arm. They really shouldn’t have taken your cane.”

That last was directed at the young police officer, but Zach said nothing as he led the way along the corridor, towards the stairs, and to the courtroom.

 

The Zombie War Crimes Tribunal had been specially reconvened for Bartholomew Wright. Far busier at the beginning of the apocalypse, the tribunal had only sat sporadically in the year and a half since. This building had housed Canberra’s legislative assembly back in the old era, and refugee politicians during the early days of the crisis. It was now halfway through a conversion into an administrative hub for this newest state. The local politicians were being moved to the museum that was Canberra’s Old Parliament House, while the senators of the new Pacific Alliance had taken over New Parliament House. The earlier hearings had taken place in this building, thus so was Bill Wright’s.

Zach led them downstairs to a ground floor corridor where a clerk in razor-creased trousers and an almost-matching jacket menacingly tapped a tablet.

“You’re late,” she said.

“Nah, can’t be,” Zach said with calm equanimity. “It can’t start without him, can it?”

That got a glare from the clerk, who bustled across the corridor to a door marked Private. She stepped through, but returned a moment later.

“The judges are about to enter,” she said. “If you come with me, ma’am, you can take a seat at the back.”

“I’ll enter when Bill does,” Kim said.

“That’s not protocol,” the clerk said.

“It is for us,” Kim said.

The clerk glared, then turned her attention to Zach. “You should be guarding the public entrance.”

Zach shrugged. “G’luck, mate.”

“Thanks,” Bill said.

As Zach sauntered towards the double doors, the young man switched his radio back on. The sound of leather hitting willow, then a loud cheer, briefly filled the corridor. For one glorious second, Bill was transported back to his childhood and a balmy summer in Northumberland, playing a slow few overs with Jen Masterton and some of the tenant farmers’ children. As Zach, and his radio, vanished through the swing doors, the memory was replaced with a more recent one, of his capture, imprisonment, and torture, of Jen’s death, and of the fiery destruction of that ancient estate.

“We can’t keep justice waiting,” the clerk said.

“I love you, Bill,” Kim said.

“I love you, too,” he said. He followed the clerk inside. Kim followed a step behind. As Bill was led to the stand, Kim followed a different clerk to one of the seats set aside for spectators.

The stiff shoes and ill-fitting suit, as much as the lack of a cane, made walking more difficult than usual, so Bill took his time as he picked a path between the jungle of cables to the dock. There, he rested his hands on the wooden bar. Though the courtroom and dock were a post-outbreak addition to this building, the bar was already worn smooth by anxious hands. How many had truly been guilty? How many had really been innocent?

On a raised platform taking up the northern wall were seven empty chairs behind a curved desk. In front of each chair was a microphone. Facing the dais was a single table for the prosecution. Where the defence lawyers should have sat was a stenographer. Behind the lawyers’ tables were the cameras. One faced him. Another faced the judges. A third camera hung above the judges so as to capture reaction shots of the spectators.

Behind the cameras were the technicians, nine in total, most of whom were indiscreetly listening to the cricket over headphones. Behind them was the spectators’ gallery. There was room for about thirty seats. During the first set of hearings, when they were interrogating those involved in the Australian coup, they’d had to allocate seats by an oversubscribed lottery. Now, a year on, the public were more interested in the cricket world cup, and the more mundane, yet more immediate, problems of everyday life. Ten spectator seats remained. Six were occupied. Three journalists were already furiously jotting notes for the radio news. Since the proceedings hadn’t begun, it was likely they’d been looking for somewhere quiet to write up an unrelated story. Of the other spectators, one was Kim, a second was Zach, now listening to the cricket on headphones. The third was an old woman carefully unravelling a woollen jumper.

That about summed up the value and interest in anything he had to say. A year ago, the people of the Pacific had wanted answers. A year ago, they had got them. What he had to say was a footnote to an already written history. It wouldn’t alter the past, was of no interest to those alive in the present, and, thankfully, had no bearing on their collective future.

“All rise,” the clerk said.

Bill turned to face the door as the seven black-robed judges entered. Outwardly, it was a global panel for a species reduced to a handful of islands and one island-continent in the Pacific Ocean. Thus, each judge nominally represented a different continent.

The chief justice, Clarisse Blackwell, took her seat. “Please sit,” she said. Her official title was Justice for Oceania and Zealandia, but she’d been a leading human rights lawyer in Papua New Guinea before the outbreak. She gave a nod to Bill before turning to the cameras. “This is day eighty-three of the official Zombie War Crimes Tribunal. Today, we won’t be hearing testimony, but questioning the author of that testimony. Please could you confirm your name?”

“Bartholomew Wright,” Bill said.

“And you are the author of the journals describing the events in Europe and North America before and immediately after the outbreak?”

“I am,” he said.

“Thank you,” Blackwell said. “Those journals have already been entered into the record, but, Mr Wright, could you tell us when you wrote them, and when you edited them?”

“Usually, they were written at the end of the day, and before bed,” Bill said. “Sometimes, they were written as an alternative to sleep, when rest was made impossible by the undead pounding on the walls. They were edited when they were typed up on Anglesey, and again in Canada over the northern winter. The only changes made were for brevity and clarity.”

“And why did you begin writing them?” Blackwell asked.

“Originally? For my own sanity,” Bill said. “I began on the day the lights finally went out in London. I didn’t know that was the result of an EMP at the time. I didn’t learn about the nuclear war until long after. Back then, when the lights went out, the evacuation of London was complete. I was alone, trapped in my small flat with a broken leg, hoping rescue would come, but increasingly doubtful it would as, outside, the streets filled with the undead.”

“After finding safety, why did you keep writing them?” Blackwell asked.

“Have I found safety even now?” Bill replied. “After escaping the flat, I was alone, and wrote as a way of organising my thoughts, drawing conclusions, and developing an understanding of what had occurred. My need for this became more pressing, more dire, after I learned of the nuclear war, of Quigley’s involvement in the outbreak, and his murderous actions afterwards. At that point, I realised I was writing history. A last history, a final explanation of how our world had come to an end. Sure, there were times I hoped the evidence might be heard in a trial, though I hoped that trial would take place far closer to home.”

The man sitting to the right of Justice Blackwell leaned forward. He’d grown a walrus moustache to distract from his hippo jowls, but the court’s bright lights glinted off his gold-framed spectacles, drawing attention to his piggy eyes. “You hoped to be on trial?” he asked.

Blackwell cleared her throat. “The chair yields to Mr Barnaby Shand, Justice for Antarctica,” she said, “but only for one question.”

“I thought a trial would mean the survival of justice, democracy, and civilisation,” Bill said.

“And so it does,” Blackwell said, addressing the camera. “As copies of your journals have been widely distributed and discussed, we won’t go into the specifics here. Before we continue, can I ask you to clarify how you know Mr Scott Higson?”

“We met on Anglesey,” Bill said. “He was the pilot of the plane which crashed in France with myself and a few others aboard.”

“Thank you, and is that how you met Professor Fontayne?”

“It is,” Bill said.

“And aboard this plane were Salman Khan and Amber Kessler?” Blackwell asked.

“Yes, Khan and Kessler are two U.S. Marines who were with Admiral Janet Gunderson on the U.S.S. Harper’s Ferry,” Bill said. “They reached Anglesey a few months after the nuclear war.”

“The testimony of Mr Higson, Sergeant Khan, Private Kessler, and Professor Fontayne are already in the record,” Blackwell said. “It is from them, and the French and Ukrainian survivors, that we know a good deal about the collapse of Europe and the Middle East. A few other survivors of that calamity did make it to these safe waters, but none had such an influential role in the apocalypse as you.”

“I had no influence at all,” Bill said. “Afterwards, my only role was the same as yours is now. I was an observer and judge. At times I was an executioner. But in times like these, that is a role any true democrat must play.”

“I was referring to your evacuation plan,” Blackwell said. “It became the basis for evacuations across the Pacific, from Tasmania to Madagascar to Japan.”

“I wrote an evacuation plan for British cities,” Bill said, “not for the world.”

“How did you come to write it?” the judge at the far left asked. As an actress, Chieko Tanaka had been rescued from ronin, yakuza, and kaiju during a repetitive decade that had gained her global name-recognition but not, famously, job satisfaction. She’d swapped battling monsters for the theatre of a courtroom, and now acted as chief justice for all of Asia, a continent-constituency whose known population was now less than that of New Zealand.

“And the court recognises Chieko Tanaka,” Blackwell said, unable to keep the exasperation at this second breach of protocol from her voice, “but only for one question. Mr Wright, how and when did you write your evacuation plan?”

“I was in Whitehall when news of the outbreak in Manhattan broke,” Bill said. “During the bustle, I was knocked off a staircase. I fell. I broke my leg. I woke up in hospital a few days later, after surgery, to find out just how much of the world had already fallen. I was dosed on painkillers, but despite that, I could see what had to be done. We had to keep people inside and keep them from getting infected. It was the same protocol as with any pandemic, and I modelled my plan on the worst-case scenario of an Ebola outbreak. I guess that’s ironic, seeing as the zombie-virus was supposed to be a cure for Ebola, among other diseases. But I’m getting ahead of myself. You asked about the evacuation plan. I was a political strategist in the old world. I came up with policies. I wrote speeches. I developed grand ideas. I wasn’t affiliated with any party, but my principal client was Jen Masterton. Her family have been in British politics since the days someone thought red was a smart colour for a soldier’s coat. While her family have never clutched the reins of power for long, they never let go of the whip. Since you’ve got a copy of my journals, you can read those to learn about my childhood, but it was through her I knew a large portion of the front bench, on both sides. Because I knew Jen, and Jen knew the cabinet, when she took them my evacuation plan, they read it, and adopted it, completely unaware I’d written it while buzzing with opiates.”

There was a quiet cough from Kim in the audience.

“Before the outbreak, I had a small policy shop,” Bill said, picking his words with more care. “And I used my brother as a sounding board, at least online, but that’s another detail you can read for yourselves. What matters is why Quigley went along with this plan. He had no intention of carrying out an evacuation, but he needed to present something to the uninitiated members of cabinet and parliament so as to buy time for his real scheme to be carried out. My plan was to evacuate the cities, relocating the populace to the coast where they were closer to fishing grounds, to farmland, and to the power stations. By asking so many to sacrifice everything but their lives, it would then be easier to ask them to make another sacrifice, to willingly be conscripted into a land army, or a new regiment. From the coast, we’d retake the countryside, building walls to keep the farmers safe from the undead. Even then, that wouldn’t be enough. We had to save Ireland and France, and then beyond.”

“What was Quigley’s plan?” Blackwell asked.

“To kill all the city dwellers,” Bill said. “Remember, at this point, we all assumed the initial crisis would be over in a few weeks, perhaps a month or two. The zombies would die, and we’d be facing starvation. My solution was to fish, and find farmland, and to keep on looking until we’d found enough. Quigley’s was to reduce the population. The urbanites were told to walk to a muster point on the outskirts of their city. They were given what they were told was a vaccine. It was a poison. Many died. Many more realised what was going on and fled. They got infected. They became zombies. Britain would have collapsed anyway, even without the bombs.”

Shand cleared his throat.

Blackwell leaned back. “Go on, Barnaby,” she said, with utter informality.

“You know who created the zombie virus,” Shand said.

Since it wasn’t a question, Bill was tempted not to answer. But though he was deeply frustrated with the proceedings, obstruction wouldn’t hasten their end. “I can name the scientist most recently in charge of the project,” he said. “That is not the same as knowing all those who worked on it directly, or indirectly, over the years. Obviously, they weren’t trying to create zombies. Nor did they know that’s what they had created. It all began during the Cold War. Britain was broke. Armies were expensive. In comparison to nuclear bombs, bio-warfare was cheap. At some point, they realised that a super-vaccine could be as effective as a super-weapon. Partly, I expect, it was because they’d need an antidote for any biological agent they dropped on Moscow. Increasingly, it was with the intention of using medical diplomacy as a weapon. Develop a super-vaccine, and then create a plague. Offer the vaccine to friendly nations, or any nations that would become friendly. Watch the rest of the world sicken, and then use nuclear weapons to finish them off. That was the broad strokes of the plan developed decades ago, and broadly the same plan which brought an end to our world. The technical impossibility of creating a super-vaccine is why it was a side-project for so long. It’s why it was so poorly resourced until Dr Singh developed a potential workaround, and that is why his project was so ill-funded that they couldn’t afford proper testing. By this stage, Quigley was leading the political conspiracy, but it had been around so long, it had grown into a cabalistic movement with adherents in many nations. He kept the project secret, thus restricting its funding, and ensuring that only minimal testing could be done. By chance, the few patients they used as guinea pigs were naturally immune. Thus, when they didn’t die, Quigley arranged the demonstration in New York.”

Blackwell leaned forward. “Details of that demonstration are included in the evidence gathered by Commissioner Qwong. What happened to Dr Singh?”

“He died on Anglesey,” Bill said. “He genuinely thought he’d created a universal cure, and regretted his actions to his dying breath. He wouldn’t sleep, barely ate, and spent his remaining days attempting to come up with a cure. I believe your scientists have examined the copies we made of his final work and agreed with our own assessment that everything he wrote, post-outbreak, was gibberish.”

“Dr Avalon used a slightly stronger word to describe it,” Blackwell said. “Mr Shand, you had a question?”

“The Rosewood Cartel,” Shand said, jabbing his finger down on the page. “What do you know about them?”

“Not much,” Bill said. “You have to understand that the conspiracy, in one form or another, has been bubbling away for decades. During those years, it’s had many followers. Some retired, were ousted, or defected. Inevitably, they told others. Meanwhile, new followers were recruited. In the end, it was hardly a secret at all. Hundreds of people, in various parties, and in many different governments, knew of this scheme. Broadly speaking, this iteration had supporters in the senior ranks of each nuclear power. But no one was quite at the top. They were the also-rans. They’d failed to achieve power at the ballot box. And as such, though near the top of government, their resources were limited. Take the naturally immune test patients. They were kidnapped, we believe from Africa, and then flown to a holding facility for testing. You can’t use military or government planes for that. Even mercenaries would ask questions. Criminals wouldn’t. That’s where the cartel came in.”

“We’ve got the testimony of Tess Qwong and her investigation, and the transcripts of the trial following the coup,” Blackwell said. “Mr Shand, I thought you had a question about Quigley?”

“Is he dead?” Shand asked.

“Absolutely,” Bill said. “I doubt many people in this hemisphere will have heard of him, though I’m sure you’re familiar with his type. Maybe you’ve seen that photograph of him riding a tank while wearing a flak jacket. Once, he had a military supply plane delayed so he could fly with it to the front. He sang the praises of the armed forces, and then voted to cut their funding. He was a glory hunter with so many trophies on the wall, there was nothing but skeletons in his closet.”

“But he was prime minister after the outbreak,” Shand said.

“Only after he murdered his predecessor,” Bill said.

“But he was selected by your cabinet?” Shand asked.

Bill frowned. This wasn’t a line of questioning he’d been expecting. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“It’s a simple question,” Shand said.

“Was he a legitimate prime minister?” Tanaka asked.

“Legitimate? I don’t know,” Bill said. “We had a coalition cabinet, and a coalition government. After the last P.M.’s death, they asked him to take over, and the monarch invited him to form a government. I suppose, yes, he was a legitimate prime minister, but only in a purely technical sense. That wouldn’t absolve him from being a criminal.”

“Absolutely not,” Tanaka said. “How did he die?”

“My brother and I killed him,” Bill said. “After I fled London, after I met Kim, and the two girls who would become my daughters. We went north. Again, the journals will provide the details, but we met my brother at the Oxfordshire lab where the zombie virus was made. Intel there, and provided by my brother, and again by Mary O’Leary’s people in Anglesey, confirmed that Quigley was based in Northumberland at the Masterton family estate. We went there, and killed him.”

“And Masterton?” Shand asked.

“Jen Masterton was murdered by Quigley,” Bill said. “She was deliberately infected. Turned into a zombie.”

“In your journals you say she’d claimed the crown,” Shand said.

“Sure,” Bill said.

“So she was queen?” Shand asked.

“Not really,” Bill said. “You’d have to ask a constitutional scholar, but I believe it would have required an Act of Parliament, and the other parliaments in the Commonwealth would then have had to have votes of their own.”

“During the crisis,” Shand said, “your parliament’s authority had been handed to the cabinet Quigley led, after he’d been appointed prime minister by the last monarch.”

“Again, ask a constitutional scholar,” Bill said. “Does it matter?”

“No,” Blackwell said, glaring at Shand. “What happened after you killed Quigley?”

“Our family joined those on Anglesey,” Bill said. “We began the hunt for more survivors in Wales, and anywhere we could reach by sea. Ireland was an obvious place to look, being geographically close, plus we had the reports of those who’d escaped Ireland by sea.”

“Led by a French colonel?” Tanaka asked.

“Yes,” Bill said. “After the outbreak, and as the runways across Europe became clogged with crashed planes, overseas EU military units were redirected to Ireland. Strategically, Ireland is relatively remote, and shielded from mainland Europe by Britain, so it was a logical spot for the forces to gather. But I am confident part of the motivation in deploying military units there was as a bulwark against Quigley. Members of the French government were at the demonstration in New York, while even the least astute observer would have seen Northern Ireland had been abandoned. But, like elsewhere, the European fight-back failed after the lights went out. A few months later, some of the survivors found a home on Anglesey. But we shared the island with a nuclear power station. We had to assume containment would fail. Therein lay our biggest problem. Because everyone knew we’d have to leave, and because they’d all been through such trauma, few wanted to farm. That’s not to say they were lazy, and when volunteers were called for, our quotas were easily met. But why plough a field if the farm will be abandoned before harvest? And because we had few worked fields, we knew we’d have to leave long before harvest.”

“Your leader there was a retired teacher from Ireland,” Shand said.

“Um… yes,” Bill said, again wrong-footed. “She uses a wheelchair, which made her own journey to Anglesey slow. Because of that, she picked up a lot of people on the way. She’d proved to everyone she knew how to keep them safe. Thus, she was the natural choice for leader.”

“But she was from Ireland, and you were in Wales,” Shand said.

“If this is another constitutional question, I’m going to say speak to a lawyer,” Bill said. “She’s our leader.”

“Only until the American admiral arrived,” Shand said.

“Mary O’Leary is still our head of state,” Bill said. “Whatever, and wherever, that state is. Janet Gunderson was only elected after we fled Belfast. She was the surgeon general of the U.S. Navy, and working aboard a hospital ship in the southern Atlantic. She was fortunate enough to escape the ship after it was overrun with the undead. She was picked up by a support ship, the U.S.S. Harper’s Ferry, off Cape Verde. They did their best to continue helping survivors, until we made contact, and they came to Anglesey. From the moment of her arrival, she made it clear that her duty was to return her crew to the United States, so giving them the opportunity to return home. At that point, we were two communities. We lacked both the ships and the fuel for even one vessel to cross the Atlantic, but we could cross to Ireland. We’d planned to relocate to Belfast when the power station was sabotaged. Our departure was rushed. One of the ships ran aground in Dundalk, and our plane ended up crashing in France, but you’ve got Mr Higson’s testimony, and that of the French survivors, for the details of that affair.”

“We do, thank you,” Blackwell said even as Shand opened his mouth to interrupt. “Go on.”

“Belfast was overrun,” Bill said. “Yes, that’s when Janet Gunderson was elected to lead those survivors, but we were scattered. A horde had obliterated Birmingham and was marching on London. A smaller horde was marching on Belfast, and that city was on fire. The reactor on Anglesey was leaking into the Irish Sea. I was stranded in France. We lucked out in Calais, though I wish we’d arrived a little sooner. We found Flora Fielding, a British naval officer who had been guarding a cruise ship and an Albion-class landing platform dock. Those ships weren’t in Calais, and she was being held prisoner. But we freed her, dealt with her captors, and went north while others in our community, looking for us, found her ships.”

“And she’s the legitimate captain of that ship?” Shand asked.

Bill pretended to think on the question, though he was really thinking about the word legitimate. He was starting to understand the real purpose of this tribunal. “She was part of the crew before the outbreak. The ship was stationed in the Southern Atlantic. Afterwards, they joined in the relief effort which was commanded by a retired Russian admiral, Popolov. She was appointed captain of a cruise ship during their journey north. She took command of the Courageous as part of our fleet.”

“On leaving Ireland, you sailed north, not south?” Tanaka asked, before Shand could interject.

“We needed a new home,” Bill said. “We also, now, knew there were survivors in France, and thought they were aiming for the Pyrenees. Meanwhile, Admiral Popolov had gone north towards Russia. Our goal was to find a secure base from which we could look for and rescue other survivors. A salted bomb was used on Copenhagen. There is no safe naval route into the Baltic. Vast swathes of Denmark and the north, like so many other places in that hemisphere, are too radioactive to even approach. Things were getting desperate. Though we wanted to make contact with the French survivors, we were running low on fuel, food, and options.”

“That’s why you went to Canada?” Blackwell asked.

“Hang on, I want to go back to this Gunderson woman,” Shand said. “She was the surgeon general of the U.S. Navy. That’s in the presidential line of succession.”

“We’ve established Mr Wright is not here as a constitutional scholar,” Blackwell said. “Mr Wright, you were telling us about Canada.”

“First we went to Faroe,” Bill said. “There are people there. Perhaps a hundred, though we only met a handful. They weren’t hostile, but they weren’t friendly. While they allowed us to stay, they controlled the power station and made it clear the lights would be turned off if we didn’t leave come spring. We left early, as soon as our scout ship found there were people in Nova Scotia. That some of them, refugees from the U.S., were old friends to some of us was a bonus. It was a hard winter in Canada, but our communities became one, as had happened so many times before. Leading the Canadians was Napatchie Ashoona, an MP in the last Canadian government, so we created a leadership triumvirate. An idea backed by absolutely everyone, so there can be no questions of its legitimacy.”

“This was in Nova Scotia?” Blackwell asked.

“Yes, in Digby and Annapolis Royal,” Bill said. “Our immediate problem in Canada was fuel. We had electricity thanks to a tidal barrage and a small hydro plant in Annapolis Royal, but few electric vehicles. We’d have frozen during the winter if we’d not had diesel-ploughs to dig us out. Plus, the ships needed diesel. We’d found a few reserves on Newfoundland, but these were so small, no one had bothered exploiting them in the century since their discovery. We needed to find more oil. That’s what took us west. Our ships took us as far as Saguenay, but the oilfields of British Columbia, or the Dakotas, were still five thousand kilometres away. We needed more fuel, more vehicles, and a base of operations simply to survey what condition they were in. During that expedition we found a trading post in the town of Alma. It wasn’t really a town, more a hub for family-settlements scattered further north. As we continued our search, we came to Temagami, where we found Scott Higson being held captive.”

“But you first found Herrera,” Blackwell asked.

“Carlos Herrera, yes,” Bill said. “We didn’t know who he was at first, and it wasn’t until reading your commissioner’s account that some of the gaps were filled. Kim and I, and our pilot, Felice, were in a helicopter, conducting an aerial survey, and were shot down. On foot, we came across the tail end of a battle. Herrera killed one of his own people in order to make it look like he was a survivor rather than the perpetrator of a massacre. He said he was part of a group in Temagami, and that’s where he took us, and where we were captured, and met Scott Higson, Andrea MacDonald and her brother, Jerome. We escaped, and split up. Scott took the plane. We went by road, and went back to Alma to gather our troops, and so then returned for revenge…”






23rd March

 

Chapter 2 - The Avenging Army

Temagami, Ontario

 

“A biscuit jar,” Bill said, tapping his hand against the revolver’s polymer grip. “Shoe polish. The puzzle-section in the newspaper.”

“Are you playing I can’t spy?” Kim said, not taking her eyes from the road ahead, or her hand from the pump-action rifle.

“I was listing all the things I miss,” Bill said. He reached for the radio before changing his mind. The last message had been to hold position, and there was nothing he could do to hurry along the all-clear, so they waited.

Twenty up-armoured cars were parked on the road leading into the barbarian-ravaged town of Temagami, but this represented only half of the avenging army which had set off from Alma. The other half had taken a more northerly route. Having left their vehicles beyond earshot, Leon and his team had advanced the last three kilometres on foot. Thus, the enemy would be encircled. They’d heard nothing on the radio to say the plan had changed, but they’d not heard much at all. Not even gunfire.

“There’s a nice view here,” Kim said. “If you like lakes, that is. Personally, I’m undecided.”

“I’d prefer a lake to a mountain,” Bill said. “More chance of something happening.”

“Exactly,” Kim said. “There’s more chance of a flood.”

“Mountains have avalanches.”

“But you can climb a mountain,” she said. “Oh, I do miss going for a walk.”

“Hikes have been no fun since the outbreak,” he said.

“There are no zombies here,” she said. “And I don’t mean a hike. I mean a random walk while dinner is in the oven. A brisk twenty minutes up the road and across the park. In the summer, anyway. Couldn’t in winter, not after they shut off the street lights. I never asked, was that you?”

“Was what me?” Bill asked, again reaching for the radio before changing his mind.

“Was it you who decided it was a smart idea to switch off the street lights?”

“Let there be darkness,” Bill said. “No. I advocated keeping them on all night, and doubling the number we had. We’d have saved a fortune on policing. But the treasury accountants said that a crime which didn’t happen wouldn’t pay for electricity which was used.”

“I miss street lights,” Kim said. “How far did we travel?”

“From Alma? Twelve hundred kilometres,” Bill said. “Two hundred more than we planned for.”

He and Kim had taken news of Temagami’s fall back to Alma. To him, the more important news had been that they had found and rescued Scott Higson and two Canadians. The most important news had been that Scott had been sent to Canada as a member of a mission from the Pacific. There were survivors in the southern hemisphere. Millions. But this wasn’t the most important piece of news to the Almans. They might not personally know any of the dead in Temagami, but those people had been their neighbours.

A detective from South Bend, Tom Wilgus, had set up a trading hub in the Quebec town of Alma, on the banks of Lac Saint-Jean. The nearby locals were scattered around the lake and further north, living in fortified farms and extended family units. The Almans had fuel, and so the dispersed settlements were able to travel to the trading post to trade their excess and exchange rumours.

A few weeks ago, Bill and Kim had arrived with the Nova Scotians, Tracy, Ethan, Alice, and Felice. While his group had continued west, the news of their arrival had spread north at the speed of a truck. By the time Bill and Kim returned to Alma with grim tidings of the massacre in Temagami, a large contingent of Quebecois were in the town.

A mob had gathered outside the trading post. It wasn’t an army, and was barely a militia, being armed with hunting rifles, handguns, spears, and axes. There was no leadership in Alma. Truthfully, as few people lived in that town, it would be more accurate to call them Quebecois, though there were as many from south of the Canadian border as those who called this land mon pays. Whatever they should be called, they wanted revenge. The detective, Tom Wilgus, ran the trading post, but he wasn’t their leader. The mob listened to him, but it was clear that no one would be able to talk the crowd down. They were set on revenge. So Bill and Kim, and Wilgus, went with them, picking up Leon and his soldiers en route.

At its peak, the convoy had fifty-three vehicles. Five had broken down. Seven had left to check that outlying settlements hadn’t met the same tragic fate as Temagami. Last night, they had stopped on the roadside when it became too dark to continue. Leon had separated out the best soldiers into an advanced-column to travel ahead. The main column was to be the hammer. The advanced-column was the drill. This raised many questions about Leon’s skills at home-repair, but it was obvious as they approached the walled town that the enemy had fled.

The gates were wide open. Ethan and Alice were waiting inside. The two Canadian Special Forces soldiers had accompanied Bill and Kim through Quebec. Prior to the Europeans’ arrival in Nova Scotia, they had been the twin pillars of the Canadian wall holding back the undead. Thanks to a long-ago battlefield injury, Ethan growled rather than spoke, but usually did neither, preferring to silently loom. As terrifying an impression as that made, Alice eclipsed him. When the ammo had run low, she’d switched to knives, and now carried a dozen hand-crafted throwing blades split between a bandolier across her chest and a thigh-holster, with a hunting knife at one hip, and an even larger Bowie knife at the other.

It was Ethan and Alice who had directed the convoy to wait on the road. The infrequent hold position on the radio was a subtitle to the smoke still rising from inside, but that fire had begun long before their army had arrived.

“Something’s up,” Kim said as Alice jogged towards them. She opened the door. “Is there trouble?” she asked.

“No,” Alice said, as she ran to the black pickup stopped behind. “We found a survivor,” she said to the driver. “You’re now an ambulance. Pick up Ethan at the gate. He’ll take you to the patient. Go.”

Alice stepped back as the truck sped off. Bill got out of the car, joining Kim as she walked over to Alice.

“There’s a survivor?” Bill asked.

“A prisoner,” Alice said. “He was secured inside a roll of chicken-wire, and staked out near the dam.”

“He’s one of the locals?” Bill asked.

“He’s unconscious, but we think so,” Alice said.

“What about the enemy?” Bill asked.

“Gone,” Alice said. “And gone that way.” She pointed along the road down which they’d just driven.

“So we’ve just obliterated the trail?” Bill asked.

“Maybe not,” Alice said. Her radio chirruped. She held it to her ear. “The colonel wants to know the plan.”

“He’s not the only one,” Kim said.

Car doors were opening as, up and down the road, people disembarked from their vehicles.

“Only one survivor?” Bill asked.

“Only one,” Alice said.

“Any traps?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Detail everyone here to search the buildings for other prisoners,” Bill said. “Ask them to collect any maps, notes, or other clues as to where the enemy might have gone. In one hour, we’ll be leaving. The clock is ticking, but these people journeyed far. They’ve earned the right to prove to themselves they did all they could. Pass the word.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, speaking into the radio as she began moving up the column.

“Let’s take that walk,” Bill said.

Cars sped towards the gate as he and Kim strolled after them.

“Seven cars disappeared on our way here,” he said.

“They didn’t disappear,” Kim said. “They said where they were going.”

“Sure, to check on friends in remote farms,” Bill said. “And I bet, as we drive back to Alma, a lot of these people will split off on the same mission.”

“You’re using your doom-approaches tone, but I can’t see the problem.”

“Fuel is finite,” Bill said. “We do need to make contact with everyone, and I don’t want to duplicate journeys.”

“Well, sure, it would be far better if you could set up a spreadsheet, and have everyone follow your specific instructions, but sometimes administration has to take a back seat to expediency. What’s the real problem?”

“What happens next,” Bill said. “People will come to Alma. What do we tell them?”

“Whether it’s about the Pacific or what happened here, we tell them the truth,” Kim said.

“Yes, of course. And then what? What is the truth about the Pacific? Ultimately, do we tell people to go back to their farms, or do we tell them to pack up their things? If it’s to pack, when should they leave and where should they go? Up until now, we’ve been hoping for a harvest, but living as if there might not be a tomorrow. The Pacific changes that, but until we know more details, we don’t know how much has changed, or how quickly, and yet people will still come to Alma.”

“You know why politicians lost elections?” she asked. “Every single time, every single politician who lost, do you know why?”

“What? No. I don’t think there was a single unifying reason,” he said, wrong-footed by the apparent change of topic.

“Because you politicians always underestimated the electorate. We’re not stupid, Bill. Well, most of us. And anyone who’s survived this long has to be more than just lucky. People might come to Alma to confirm the news is true, but then they’ll go back home. We’ll tell them to tune in to the radio. I’ll have a word with Tracy when we get back to Alma, and see if she’s well enough to help set up a radio transmitter. We’ll broadcast recorded music as a signal-check, and a bulletin every day at dawn, noon, and sunset. Then, when you’ve figured out the details of the next step, you can let everyone know. How does that sound for a solution?”

“Okay, sure, but it only solves half the problem. The bigger half is that these people in Quebec are all strangers to each other, and most will be strangers to the Almans. Add in us, and no one will really know who anyone is.”

“Are you worried that some of these killers might turn up at the trading post?” she asked.

“That doesn’t bother me nearly so much as what that lot will do if they suspect a stranger of having come from here,” he said. “These killers are survivors, too, and the best way to survive now is to join the biggest community they can find. If they keep their heads down, they could wait for a flight to Oz, where they can disappear into an even larger crowd. No, the killers won’t be the next problem. It’ll be the lynch mob that forms when some unsuspecting soul asks too many questions about what happened in Temagami.”

They stopped at the gates, because Tom Wilgus approached.

“I policed the Indy-500 a few years back,” he said. “That wasn’t as chaotic as this.”

“I didn’t think they’d be willing to turn back without at least seeing there was no vengeance to be had,” Bill said. “How’s the survivor?”

“He’ll make it,” Tom said. “He regained consciousness, but only briefly. He said he’s not from around here, but wants to go home. I didn’t get a specific location on where that is, except it’s to the north, and well beyond a day’s drive. He set out when the snow melted.”

“Did he say anything about this gang, or where they went?” Kim asked.

“They came from the south, and that’s the direction they went. They want to go to Australia where they expect a friendly welcome, travelling via a bunker where they expect to find supplies. He passed out after that.”

“We’ve solved one problem,” Kim said. “Bill was worried an Alman mob would seek retribution from any strangers who arrived in the next few weeks, but we can set minds at rest by saying these killers went south. Presumably, across the border. How long ago did they flee?”

“Yesterday,” Tom said. “It took them a while to get organised.”

“Then we’ll keep up the hunt,” Bill said. “We can send the patient back to Alma along with an escort of anyone who really shouldn’t be in a battle. If we take any extra fuel those vehicles don’t need, we can maintain the chase for a couple of days.”

“That should be long enough to confirm they’ve fled beyond their ability to return,” Wilgus said. “I’ll pass the word.”

Bill turned around, walking back to their car. “Carlos thinks he has friends in Australia. That’s not good.”

“What kind of friends?” Kim asked. “And what does that say about Australia?”




 


Chapter 3 - The Kawasaki That Broke the Chevy’s Back

Jocko River, Ontario

 

“When was the last time you saw a zombie?” Bill asked as they stood by the abandoned truck, waiting for the soldiers to return from their search of the nearby forest.

Tom Wilgus had taken the patient and most of the Almans back to the trading post. Only soldiers had been allowed to continue the hunt. Soldiers and Bill and Kim.

“Saw or remember seeing?” Kim asked. “And I’m not sure of the answer to either. Probably days. Why, is there one?” she added, raising her Remington pump-action rifle.

“No, we’re clear,” Bill said.

“Next time, start with that. Honestly, Bill.”

“Sorry, but you did just make my point for me,” he said. “Now that monsters of myth have walked the Earth, fear of them will never go away.”

“As long as they are gone, I won’t mind if the fear, or the stories, linger,” she said. “Now, finish your search before it starts raining again.”

It was three hours since they’d left Temagami. While it was ten degrees too warm for snow, visibility was sinking far faster than the sun. A southerly wind had created an atmospheric pile-up of dense Arctic clouds, but so far the rain had been limited to a few sharp squalls. The roads had been surprisingly free of debris, as well as of the undead, enabling them to average forty kilometres an hour. Perhaps it wasn’t so surprising, since they pursued a similar-sized convoy who’d travelled this way only a day before.

Because of their speed, and the low visibility, they could easily have missed the curving tyre-marks that followed an overgrown muddy track off the road. Despite the bright orange bodywork, and because of the green tarp covering the back, they might not have seen the truck as they sped by. But the driver had cut the low-hanging branches from every nearby tree to use as camouflage. The freshly sawn stubs jutting from the tree trunks were white-yellow beacons as clear as searchlights.

While Kim stood guard, Bill continued his circuit around the vehicle. Large portions of the truck’s trim had been removed, including some of the under-carriage, presumably to reduce weight. In turn, that had given the driver an over-confidence in how heavy a load the truck could haul. On the back, beneath a roped-down tarp, were plastic crates. About forty-litres in capacity, stacked six tall, five deep, and six long, each was full of loot stolen from Temagami.

“They took food and first-aid kits, batteries, and tools,” Bill said. “That explains why it took them so long to flee.”

“From what we saw of them, I doubt they spent as much time packing as they did arguing,” Kim said.

Atop the crates were nine spare tyres, none of which fit the shredded back wheel of the Kawasaki Ninja motorcycle that had been slung atop the tyres. From the haste of the knots
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