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Synopsis

 

For good or ill, the future has begun.

 

After the outbreak came the nuclear war. The blasts killed millions. Chaos followed. Most of those unlucky enough not to succumb to starvation and disease joined the ranks of the living dead.

Fleeing the impossible nightmare, ten thousand, from nations across the Atlantic seaboard, found refuge on the Welsh island of Anglesey. There, they should have been safe. There, they should have been able to rebuild. There, they were betrayed.

Forced to flee once more, a hasty exodus was planned, but those plans were sabotaged. The survivors became scattered across the island of Ireland. Old-world supplies are scarce, hope is running out, and safety is just a memory. The snow has come, and though rain will soon follow, winter has truly begun.

In Dundalk, eight hundred survivors have occupied a local college, but the campus is too dispersed to defend. As they scour the snow-covered town for a safe route to the sea, they find signs of long-fled survivors and answers to a question they hadn’t asked.

In Belfast, the situation is increasingly precarious. There are saboteurs in their midst. As the investigation into their identity slowly progresses, the terrorists continue to plot. Rumours of a mutiny escalate into a riot, while an unseen clock ticks ever closer towards humanity’s destruction.

 

Set in Belfast and Dundalk, over three days that change everything.
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Part 1 - Day 255

 

23rd November

 

A Ticking Clock
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The Story So Far

Dundalk

 

“Can’t stop, can’t stop, can’t stop,” Annette muttered as she ran through the corridors of the Dundalk Technology College and into the small office near the canteen. There she did stop, just before tripping on the hundreds of crayons arrayed in a fan across the floor. “Woah!”

Mary O’Leary looked up from the sheaf of papers in her hand. Daisy, colouring the wall with a yellow crayon, gave Annette barely a glance.

“Something wrong, dear?” Mary O’Leary asked.

“What? No, I just don’t have long,” Annette said. “What are you doing?”

“Well, I am calculating our vitamin intake,” Mary said. “Daisy is drawing a mural. What are you doing that requires such a flap?”

“I’ve only got ten minutes, then Kim and I have to find somewhere along the waterfront where The New World can dock.”

“Ah, and was that the helicopter I heard?” Mary asked.

“Yeah, it’s just taken off. Sholto’s returned to Belfast,” Annette said as she stepped over the crayons and across to her bag. Daisy stopped colouring, frowned, and then toddled over to where Annette’s foot had knocked four crayons out of position. The infant angrily replaced them before returning to her mural.

“What’s up with her?” Annette asked.

“Daisy is a little annoyed you aren’t spending as much time with her as you used to,” Mary said. “That’s right, isn’t it, dear?”

Daisy didn’t reply, but just continued colouring the wall.

Annette shrugged. “Sorry, Daze, but I’ve got to help Kim. Now where is it… where is it?”

“Where’s what?” Mary asked.

“My journal.”

“That can wait until evening, surely,” Mary said.

“Nope. Not if today is anything like yesterday. Stuff changes too quickly, so I have to write it down now before it’s all different. Got it. Okay. Now… um… um… where should I start?”

“Not with the outbreak, not if you’ve only got ten minutes,” Mary said.

“Yeah, no, that’s all ancient history,” Annette said. “No, it’s the shipwreck and the sabotage and Belfast and us here in Dundalk, that’s what people will want to know about. I guess I should start on Anglesey with the sabotage. Yeah, that’s it. I should start with a summary of the crimes.”

“And what are those crimes?” Mary asked, as she picked up a pen of her own and scribbled a calculation on the page. Vitamin-C was the deficiency uppermost in people’s minds, but when safety and warmth were to be found indoors, a lack of vitamin-D would be as big an issue. Though one more easily solved than the absence of calcium in their diets.

“Well, I guess it started… actually, I’m not sure where it started,” Annette said.

“Do you mean where or when, dear?” Mary O’Leary, long retired but ever the teacher, said. “If you’re not sure, begin with that of which you are certain.”

“Okay, well… we knew that the nuclear power station on Anglesey was going to blow up.”

“Melt down, not blow up,” Mary said. “And how did that alter our plans?”

“Before that, we were all going to Belfast,” Annette said. “Sholto and the admiral were already there with about a thousand people. A bit less after those hundred died when they were clearing obstacles from the motorway so the plane could use it as a runway.”

“And where was everyone else?”

“Captain Devine was in Elysium with a few hundred Marines and other people. Mostly sailors and battlefield medics from the Harper’s Ferry. The Vehement is there, too, but both of the ships are broken.”

“The Harper’s Ferry’s hull is intact, but its engines are broken,” Mary said. “With the Vehement, it’s the other way around. Its engines are functional, but the hull was cracked, and short of putting the submarine into a dry dock, it’s doubtful it’ll ever submerge again. For the sake of accuracy you should say they are in Kenmare Bay, just north of Kempton’s old mansion-farm.”

“Right, yes, got it,” Annette said, scribbling furiously. “And George was in London.”

“He still is,” Mary said. “And enjoying himself rather too much, from what I hear.”

“He is?”

“He does enjoy his excursions out into the wasteland,” Mary said. “They’ve given him a new lease on life. Now, personally, I’d prefer living where hot water comes out of a tap, but it would be a boring world if we were all the same.”

“Speaking of hot water,” Annette said, “do you think Rahinder will get the wind turbine working?”

“It would take a lot more than that for us to have indoor plumbing again,” Mary said. “Now, didn’t you say you only had ten minutes? You’ll run out of time if we spend it chattering.”

“Good point,” Annette said, putting pen to paper once more. “George, Lorraine, and her ship’s crew are in the Tower of London where there’s about a hundred others, half adults, half children. That’s Chester’s community.”

“It’s Nilda’s community, from what I understand,” Mary said. “And I think it’s ninety, not a hundred. The figures are in the blue document case on the table over there.”

“You know, I met her,” Annette said. “Nilda, I mean. When Kim and I were returning from Svalbard months ago. We found her on a rocky island off the coast of Scotland.”

“I think you might have mentioned it once or thrice,” Mary said, jotting down a note to ask the admiral how best to monitor iron deficiency.

“Chester painted a message on the roof of the Tower. I saw it. I should put that in. It was my idea to move the satellites over London. That’s why we saw the message on the roof.”

“Wasn’t it Mirabelle who spotted the message?” Mary said.

“She was just helping,” Annette said. “Yeah, so George, Lorraine, and a couple of sailors went to London with Dr Harabi. Chester went north, looking for one of his friends. What was his name?”

“Eamonn Finnegan,” Mary said.

“Chester found him, didn’t he? Eamonn was in Birmingham, being held prisoner by some of Quigley’s soldiers. I… no, I won’t put that in.”

“You won’t?”

“Quigley’s the past,” Annette said. “I don’t think he should be remembered. Not by name.”

“An interesting philosophical conundrum,” Mary said. “Do we glorify those who are evil by naming them, or are we rewriting history by omitting their names; that has always been the chronicler’s dilemma.”

“Um… okay. So Chester found his friend, and he found Sorcha Locke, Kempton’s… I don’t know quite what she is. Deputy, I suppose. They rescued Eamonn and some other survivors, and then came back here.”

“I think Bran might like you to mention that he had a role to play in that rescue,” Mary said.

“Yeah, good point. Don’t want to get on the wrong side of him,” Annette said. “So Chester and Bran came back to Anglesey with Locke and the survivors from Birmingham. George, Lorraine, and Nilda and her people were in London. Who else? Oh, yeah, the Amundsen was halfway between Svalbard and Anglesey, collecting fuel. You know, we really need a fuel tanker.”

“We do indeed,” Mary said. “But we won’t find one in Dundalk.”

“I guess not. Heather Jones was in Menai Bridge with about three thousand people who’d volunteered to farm, fish, or loot the towns on the Welsh mainland. Everyone else had moved to the ferry port in Holyhead because of the electricity and running water. It was an easier life, I guess, until we had to leave.”

“And why did we have to leave?” Mary prompted.

“Because the power plant was going to explode,” Annette said.

“Not quite,” Mary said. “Something went wrong at the water treatment plant. No fresh water was reaching the nuclear power station. Without water, there was no way to cool the reactor. Chief Watts thought he could repair the water treatment plant, but it would have required his complete attention, and that of all his engineers. There would be no one left to monitor the power plant itself. Thus there would have been no warning if another system had broken down. That was the danger; that was the reason we had to leave. The power station had been plagued with problems ever since it was brought back online. The Chief had been working flat out, making one critical repair and then the next. Since we couldn’t decommission the power plant properly, nor prevent a containment breach when it was switched off, we’d decided to leave Anglesey by January. The failure at the water treatment plant was the last straw. We decided to cut our losses, and leave immediately.”

“Hmm. Okay…” Annette muttered as she scribbled in her book. “Hey, you don’t think that the saboteurs were behind all those problems with the power station, do you?”

“I think they might have been, yes,” Mary said. “It’s unlikely we’ll ever prove it.”

Daisy toddled over to her fan of crayons, placed the yellow she’d been using between two others, crouched down, leaned forward, and ran a hand over the multi-coloured rainbow.

“Hey, I just noticed,” Annette said, “the crayons are all arranged by colour.”

“She’s a smart girl, Daisy,” Mary said. “Very smart. Do you see what she’s drawn?”

“It’s yellow at the bottom, blue above,” Annette said. “It’s a beach?”

“A sandy beach,” Mary said. “But look at the blue. There are two shades. A darker blue for the sea, a lighter one for the sky. That’s very advanced for her age.”

“That black blob, is that a ship? Daisy, is that a ship?”

Daisy picked up a green crayon, and returned to the wall.

“You’re running out of time, dear,” Mary said. “What happened next?”

“Well, everyone was supposed to go to Belfast,” Annette said. “The plane should have landed on the motorway, while the grain ships were to go to the harbour. Heather Jones should have gone there, too, except she didn’t. She took her people from Menai Bridge, and most of our fishing boats, all in a large flotilla down to Elysium. You don’t think she had something to do with the sabotage?”

“Heather, no, not at all,” Mary said. “For the sake of accuracy, you should use the present tense and say that her flotilla is sailing towards Elysium.”

“I thought she’d arrived,” Annette said.

“Not all of her boats have,” Mary said. “She had some fast sailing yachts, but just as many fishing boats. A ship’s speed isn’t determined purely by the quality of the hull. The sails are just as important, and a lot of hers are a patchwork quilt of whatever cloth was available.”

“I never thought of that. Okay, so we were all planning to leave Anglesey anyway, and then the water treatment plant broke. That’s when we decided to depart. It was all done really quickly. Pretty much overnight. We had the grain that was on the ships, and the weapons, but otherwise only took what we could carry. We left a lot behind on Anglesey.”

“But we’d all arrived there with nothing,” Mary said. “So what had we lost?”

“Personally? My favourite bag,” Annette said. “The ships left first. Our three grain ships, I mean. There were a few small boats, but it’s the grain ships that are important. People were crammed everywhere, in the corridors, and below decks with the crates of grain. Once we’d left, the plane took off.”

“You should write down who was on board,” Mary said.

“Bill, Chester, and Sorcha Locke,” Annette said. “Then there was Sergeant Khan and Private Kessler because they were Locke’s jailers.”

“Bodyguards more than jailers,” Mary said.

“You don’t think she had anything to do with the sabotage, then?” Annette asked.

“No, because if she had, she wouldn’t have been on the plane. You’ve forgotten someone.”

“I have?”

“Who was flying the plane, dear?”

“Oh, yeah. Scott Higson.”

Daisy looked around. “B’red,” she said.

“Okay,” Annette said. “Is that smart, or is it just that she’s hungry?”

“I would say both,” Mary said. “Now, finish what you’re writing; it’s already been ten minutes.”

“The plane took off, and Mr Higson couldn’t turn it. Something had gone wrong with the… what do you call it?”

“Avionics?” Mary said. “Except we don’t know what went wrong with the plane. He couldn’t turn more than a few degrees, so he flew the plane southeast, over Wales, England, and then the Channel. According to their last sat-phone call, they were over France and looking for somewhere to land. Either the phone broke during the landing, or they’re out of contact with the satellites. There’s too much cloud over France right now, but we’ll find the plane soon.”

“Yeah, but Bill won’t be there,” Annette said. “By now, he’ll be on his way back.”

Again, Daisy paused.

“Yes, he will,” Mary said. “Now, back to your journal. What happened after Mr Higson radioed in there was a problem with the plane?”

“That’s when we realised that there was a problem with the ship, too. Well, no, it was about an hour later. We tried to turn the ship and the navigation system sort of crashed. Then Commander Crawley discovered there was something wrong with the ballast tanks. If we stopped, we’d capsize in a strong wind. And then… well, then something else went wrong, and we couldn’t stop. We were trying to get close to the shore, but instead, we ran aground here in Dundalk. The ship fell on its side. Lots of people died. It was… was…”

“We all remember what happened,” Mary said. “You don’t need to add the details. What happened next?”

“Kim, Mirabelle, and Bran went ashore looking for somewhere we’d be safe for the night. Kim had seen a tower block just before the crash. It turned out to be a hotel. So that’s where we went. I mean, there was a battle on the shore first. We had to fight the zombies, but I don’t think I need to mention that. Anyway, we got to the hotel, and that was that. The next day, some people went back to the wreck to get the grain. Kim went into the town. She found a hospital, and found it was full of zombies. She sort of led them back to the hotel, and that’s where we fought them. And we won. And no one died. Not then. But the hotel was… well, it was horrid. We couldn’t live there after that, so we came here to the college because of the wind turbine. I mean, not because of the wind turbine, but it was just that the wind turbine is such a large thing it’s easy to navigate by. Rahinder still hasn’t managed to get it working, though.”

“But I’m sure he will,” Mary said.

“Then it started snowing. It was a real blizzard, and… and that’s when Yasmina died. It was just a stupid, tragic accident. I’d forgotten people could get hurt like that.”

“I think we all had,” Mary said. “It is a bitter way to be reminded of an important lesson.”

“The snowstorm stopped during the night,” Annette said as she wrote. “This morning, Sholto arrived in the helicopter. He brought some ammo. Oh, I didn’t mention that we were out of ammunition for the guns and the crossbows. Or that we’ve only got the grain salvaged from the wreck. We’ve found some old-world food, but other people came through Dundalk. It looks like they searched the town, gathering what food was left. That’s helpful, but I don’t think we’ll find any more elsewhere in the town.”

“Probably not,” Mary said. “After so long, it’s questionable how edible any old supplies would be. From now on, we need to focus on fish and forage.”

“Yeah, but—”

The door opened, and Kim entered. “Annette, there you are. Do you still want to come to the waterfront? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

“No, no, I do,” Annette said. “Give me a sec.”

Kim stared at the wall. “Is that a palm tree you’re drawing, Daisy? Where on Earth did you ever see one of those?”

“Ready,” Annette said.

“Safe journey, and safe return,” Mary said.




 


Chapter 1 - Photographs & Confessions

Belfast Harbour

 

As the helicopter thudded onto the warehouse’s roof, Sholto finally relaxed his grip. During the white-knuckle flight back from Dundalk, he’d almost squeezed the padding out of the seat. The skids caught the ice covering the roof, and the helicopter swung five degrees clockwise before coming to a stop.

“Sorry about that, sir,” the pilot said, speaking into the headset’s mic as she flipped a switch, then another. “The ground crew should have cleared the ice.”

Sholto said nothing, but closed his eyes, enjoying a brief moment of stillness.

“Sir, are you all right?” the pilot asked.

“I was just preparing for the onslaught,” Sholto said.

“Civilians, eh?” the pilot said with a grin.

“Aye,” Sholto said, and he wondered when he’d stopped being one himself. It wasn’t just that his blue and grey outdoor-wear matched the clothing of all the admiral’s new recruits; it was that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been an innocent bystander, a true civilian, rather than at the very centre of the storm. “Ah, well, can’t put it off forever. Pass me the cameras. Thanks, and thanks for the ride.” He took off his headset and climbed out.

Head bowed, he jogged over to the metal staircase attached to the side of the warehouse. The building was one of the few that the naval engineers had deemed could withstand a helicopter’s weight. In its previous incarnation, the warehouse had been a delivery hub for goods that had been brought into Belfast but which were destined for other parts of the United Kingdom. The staircase had been added after the university leased the roof for the deployment of a weather-monitoring station. Without access to the data provided by at-sea buoys and on-mountain arrays, most of the equipment was useless. The rest had given them no warning of the snowstorm that had blanketed Belfast, and a few hours later, covered the town of Dundalk some sixty miles to the south. That storm hadn’t reached the community in Kenmare Bay on the south-western edge of the island of Ireland, not yet. Even if this storm didn’t, another would; it was late November, winter had only just begun.

Sholto paused at the top of the stairs, and took in the city. Five inches of snow masked the devastation, but it couldn’t completely obscure it. The local heliport had been at the George Best Airport, a small city-airfield on the opposite side of the Victoria Channel. Like so much of Belfast’s recently regenerated waterfront, it had been obliterated during the chaos that had followed the outbreak. So much of Belfast had been destroyed that it was barely recognisable as the bustling conurbation of a year before. Survivors from throughout the city, and refugees from across Ireland, had come to Belfast, hoping for passage, praying for rescue, looking for salvation. They’d only found chaos and death.

Missiles and cluster bombs had reduced some buildings to rubble and ignited fires that had destroyed others. It was impossible to tell precisely how many people had died in the harbour, though their skeletal remains almost filled the warehouse they’d turned into a mausoleum. As for how many of those refugees had joined the ranks of the undead, again, it was impossible to tell. The last major assault by those necrotic ghouls had been before Anglesey was evacuated. Each day since, a slow trickle of zombies reached the checkpoints and barricades that protected the five thousand who called the harbour their refuge. None of them called it their home.

Further inland, time was the true vandal, savagely wielding weather and neglect. Gutters had filled, ditches had overflown, and roads had flooded. Water seeping into buildings from the outside met the rain spilling through broken windows and fire-damaged roofs. In another year, those buildings would be a habitat fit only for birds.

Time was running out for Belfast. They’d nearly stripped the nearby houses of clothing and furniture, and had begun ripping up the floorboards to burn as firewood. They were gathering more than they could immediately use, but it would all be ash within a couple of weeks. Sooner, if the weather didn’t improve. Water was too scarce to wash clothes or crockery, and so those were burned or discarded. Soon they’d have to venture further, deeper into Belfast just to find the most basic of supplies. The further the journey, the greater the calorie-cost, the greater the risk of attack, of injury, of death. Their diet was increasingly dependent on fish. Their supply of medicines was non-existent. Ammunition was running low, and there was no hope of finding more in the city. Kim and Mary were right; it wasn’t just a new home they needed, but a new way of life.

He took one last breath of the icy-cold air, fixed a confident smile to his face, and jogged down the stairs.

About a hundred people had gathered around the roadway and access-alley below. From the shovels, brooms, and occasional wheelbarrow, they should have been clearing the snow, but the return of the helicopter had given them an easy excuse to skive. He picked out a few familiar faces among the low-pulled hats and tight-wrapped scarves, and revised his opinion; there were some in the group who didn’t need an excuse to shirk. Markus, the former barman and one-time mayoral-candidate, stood at the bottom of the steps, an arm’s length from the rest of the crowd. It wasn’t clear whether that space was being left out of respect, from suspicion due to his association with Rachel Gottlieb, or out of fear that his ill fortune was contagious. Sholto quickly scanned the faces of those nearest to the barman, but none were Markus’s former associates.

“What’s it like in Dundalk?” Markus called before anyone else could, his voice loud enough to carry over the din from the helicopter’s slowing rotors.

“Much the same as the report last night,” Sholto replied, pitching his own voice to carry deep into the crowd.

“And Dublin?” Markus asked, lowering his voice as, above, the rotors finally stopped.

“I haven’t looked at the pictures yet,” Sholto said, raising the cameras. “That’s my next job. There’s no time to waste. Not now. Not for any of us.”

“When do we get to see the photographs?” Markus asked, his voice now an echo across the ruined alleyway.

“Whenever you like,” Sholto said equably. “Was there something you were looking for? Some where, perhaps? What did Rachel tell you during those long months alone in your bar?”

“I… I just want to make sure there are no secrets being kept from the people,” Markus said, but the crowd’s mood had shifted. The moment where uncomfortable frustration might have become support turned back into suspicion.

“There’s work to be done,” Sholto said, stepping around Markus. “There’s always work to be done.”

He said no more as he made his way through the small crowd. Clearing the snow was one step above make-work. It was as much a task to see who would willingly labour as it was to keep the alleyways clear. With food tightly rationed, and meals dependent on the meagre catches hauled from the Irish Sea, they didn’t have the spare calories to make the harbour properly liveable, even if the populace had been willing. Those who’d proved themselves ready to toil had joined the groups going out into the city to rip floorboards from already stripped houses. They had too few reliable guards to send everyone on that useful task. It wasn’t just the undead that needed to be watched for, but stashes of food and spirits in forgotten cellars. They had, so far, too few fishing rods for everyone to cast a line from the seawall, and far, far too few small boats in Belfast to send any but the most able mariner out to sea. No, they had too little of everything, which had led to too many people having too much free time, and Markus was taking advantage of it.

Sholto paused, one foot raised, but then continued, hoping no one had noticed him miss a step. How had Markus known about the photographs of Dublin? Obviously someone had told him, but whom? While there’d been no way of concealing the helicopter’s departure, and while its mission was hardly top-secret, that it had gone south from Dundalk to Dublin hadn’t been widely shared. The consensus was that, by leaving Markus on the loose, they would know from what direction danger came. The sabotage had proved that hypothesis wrong.

As Sholto reached the far edge of the crowd, Kallie limped out from the shadow of a loading-bay door and fell into step next to him.

“Welcome back,” she said gruffly.

“Thanks. Has much changed in the last few hours?”

“The smell’s got worse,” she said. “Otherwise, no.”

“Were you watching Markus?” Sholto asked.

“Not really,” Kallie said. “There are two Marines doing that. Don’t look up,” she added. “The admiral’s positioned them on the roofs. At least, I think that’s where they are. I’m the decoy.” There was bitterness in her voice. Gone was the exuberant young woman whom Bill and Kim had first met on Ireland’s west coast. Partly, that was her slow recovery from a bullet wound taken not four miles from the harbour. Partly it was the same malaise affecting all of the survivors. Only on reaching Belfast had people realised quite how much had been lost with Anglesey’s collapse. That was coupled with the knowledge that things would surely get worse before they got better, and an awareness that life might never get better than this.

The other cause of Kallie’s grim humour was far more mundane. She was one of three teenagers from the same school who’d escaped Belfast. Until she was shot, Kallie, Dean, and Lena had been a trio. In the weeks while Kallie was recovering, Dean and Lena had very emphatically become a couple.

“What was Dublin like?” Kallie asked.

“Here, you can take a look for yourself.” Sholto gave her the cameras. While he had been speaking to Kim and Mary in Dundalk, the helicopter had continued south, taking photographs and video footage of Dublin.

During the early days of the outbreak, before the nuclear war began, military units from across Europe had taken refuge in Dublin. Leon and his contingent of French Special Forces were among their number. They’d held the airport for as long as they could, before being forced to flee into the Irish interior, leaving behind all the equipment they couldn’t carry. The hope was that their equipment, and that of the other military units, might still be in Dublin, specifically the ammunition.

“The summary,” Sholto continued, “is that Bull Island is home to the undead, and the Howth Peninsula isn’t much better. A fire ripped through the city’s southern suburbs, but the good news is that there are three potential landing sites for a helicopter.”

“The southern suburbs? Do you mean Drimnagh, Harold’s Cross, or Rathmines?” Kallie asked.

“I’ve no idea, I’m just repeating what the pilot told me,” Sholto said. “The airport is a mess, as are the roads near it, the waterfront, too. The River Liffey is probably impassable, but there’s a nearly intact bridge near where the university should have been.”

“You mean Trinity’s gone?”

“The pilot thought so. Why?” he asked.

“Oh… I had a cousin who— It doesn’t matter. Do you think we’ll find ammunition there?”

“Possibly. From what Leon told us, and from what the pilot saw, the main redoubt was near the airport, to the north of Dublin itself. A second had been established closer to the city, but to the north of the river, in a park of some kind. I’d say that’s a good place to start looking.”

“That’s probably the botanical gardens,” Kallie said. “So we are going to Dublin?”

“Someone is,” Sholto said. He said no more, because the admiral should be the first person he told of their new plans.

The command centre, and administrative hub, for their fragment of humanity, had been established in a former parcel-distribution warehouse. Thirty of the admiral’s most trusted recruits slept there, as did Sholto, Kallie, and the admiral herself. Colm and Siobhan alternated, one sleeping ashore, one on the container ship, the John Cabot, where the Irish children slept along with the community’s other youngsters, the old, and those too sick to work. It was hard to say whether the children were safer there, and certainly they were no warmer. They had a few lights, thanks to the ship’s batteries, but little by the way of heat. The shipping containers offered too little ventilation for open fires. Some, like Markus, might view life aboard with envy, but it was only one step above squalor. However, if the undead overran the harbour, there wouldn’t be a panicked search for the children, with the inevitable deaths that would ensue.

The reduction in personnel had freed up a dozen square feet in the warehouse. A few inches had been given over to netting and curtains, providing a modicum of privacy to the guards who spent their off-shift hours sleeping on the rows of camp beds. The rest of the newly freed space was occupied by the table and chair that had become their court, and it was currently in session.

The presiding judge was Nicola Kennedy, a former solicitor and the brother of Leo Fenwick, one of the councillors elected on Anglesey. They’d appointed three judges on Anglesey, but the other two had died during the wreck in Dundalk. So far, there’d been no need for any more to be appointed.

“Is the admiral home?” Sholto asked the sentry.

“She’s on an inspection tour, sir,” the guard said.

“You should get started on those images,” Sholto said to Kallie. “See if you can match the photographs to a map.”

“I’ve only been to Dublin a few times,” Kallie said.

“That’s more than me,” Sholto said. “Siobhan can help when she gets in, but make a start. The sooner we know where we’re going, the sooner we can plan the expedition.”

It was a way of distracting her. From her expression, she guessed it, but he needed to speak to the admiral before he told anyone else of the change in plans. While he waited, he listened to the brief trial.

“Johann Ranetin,” Judge Kennedy said, “the charge is drunk and disorderly.” She glanced at the pages, then at the young woman standing between her and the prisoner. “Ensign?”

The fresh-faced woman couldn’t be a day over nineteen or an inch over five-foot. She was dressed in the same blue ski jacket and grey utility trousers as Sholto, the judge, and the other members of the admiral’s nascent army, but she’d managed to press razor-sharp creases into the cloth. Sholto felt shabby by comparison.

“Your Honour,” the ensign said, “the prisoner was part of a work gang gathering timbers from the houses in Duncairn Gardens. In the basement of a house, they found a crate of whisky.”

“They?” Kennedy asked. “There’s only one name on the docket.”

“Yes, ma’am. No, I mean…” The ensign stumbled, closed her eyes, and began again. “There were four of them. They began drinking while they were there. When they were discovered, the liquor was confiscated. When we returned, I told all four to go and sleep it off. Three did. The prisoner didn’t. He’d brought a bottle back with him. He continued drinking, out on the pier. It was then that he got in a fight with some of the fisher-folk. Mrs Christine Ping was pushed into the water. She was rescued by her fellows. Others subdued the suspect, and called for the guard.”

“Is Mrs Ping okay?” Judge Kennedy asked.

“She’s fine, ma’am, but one fishing rod was broken, and we lost the fish on the line.”

“I see.”

“I’m sorry,” the prisoner began. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Quiet in court,” Kennedy snapped. “You have two choices. The first is to dispute that description of events, and stand trial. In which case, you will be charged with the attempted murder of Mrs Ping. That carries a maximum punishment of death, though the court would settle for exile. Alternatively, you can accept the account, plead guilty to drunk and disorderly, and accept two weeks hard labour. Now you can speak.”

“I… I accept. Guilty. Can I just say—”

“No, you can’t,” Kennedy said. “Next.”

Sholto felt a tug at his arm. It was Leo Fenwick. Five-foot six, and only in his mid-forties, the stress of the last few weeks had added deep lines to his face. Like most in Belfast, he’d shaved his head, and while that masked his receding hairline, it only aided in prematurely ageing his appearance. Like almost everyone else in the command centre, he wore the blue and grey uniform, but his stance was anything but martial. The councillor nodded towards the far corner of the room. Sholto followed him over.

“Was your sister always like that?” Sholto asked.

“She was worse before she was married,” Fenwick said, and then seemed to realise what he’d said. “Her approach is for the best, I think. Don’t you?”

“I’m impressed, if anything,” Sholto said. “How many are on today’s docket?”

“There are two more,” Fenwick said. “A divorce, and a petty-thief who needs the services of a psychiatrist more than a judge. What news from Dundalk?”

“Not much,” Sholto said, thinking furiously. Fenwick was on the council. They’d not got around to writing a constitution, but a strong argument could be made that, in Mary’s absence, he was in charge in Belfast. The reality, that even Fenwick would admit, was that the admiral was in charge, with Sholto, as always, existing somewhere to one side.

“There has to be some news,” Fenwick said.

“They’re low on ammunition and food,” Sholto said, opting for the truth, but a slow version of it, in the hope the admiral would return before he reached any parts he’d have to omit. “They had an accidental death last night. Otherwise, they haven’t lost anyone since the crash. Does that count as good news?”

“It’s so hard to say, isn’t it? When will they leave?”

“A good question,” Sholto said, and one to which he could give an honest answer. “The New World is ready for them to embark, but, at present, they don’t have any way to board the ship. They’re looking for a suitable place of embarkation along the seafront today. I figure it’ll take most of tomorrow to move people and gear to the shore. I’d say forty-eight hours before they’re all aboard. That’s at the earliest. Weather and the undead could delay them.”

“I see. Not sooner than that? When is the latest? How long will it be before The New World arrives here?”

Before Sholto had to lie, a hush swept through the room. It began at the door as the sentries snapped to attention, then spread to a quartet of off-duty soldiers playing cards in the corner, then to Judge Kennedy. Slightly more slowly, the hush reached the bickering couple arguing over why they shouldn’t get divorced. Soon, the only sound was the chainsaw-snore coming from Private Petrelli, asleep on his bunk.

“Carry on,” Admiral Janet Gunderson said from the doorway. Lieutenant John Whitley was at her side. “Mr Sholto,” the admiral continued, heading over to him, “I heard the helicopter’s return. I trust you bring good news?”

“I’d say it was considerably complex,” Sholto said, using the previously agreed form of words that the lack of privacy in the close confines of the harbour made a necessity.

The admiral nodded. “Mr Fenwick, how is the economic policy developing?”

“The… ah, do you mean trade?” Fenwick replied.

“It can’t begin until we have a currency,” the admiral said, “and we can’t have one that’s easily forged. Encourage trade, and we encourage self-reliance. Do that, and we’ve solved half our problems.”

“I… I have a few ideas,” Fenwick said.

“Are they ready to be implemented?”

“Not yet.”

The admiral raised an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Fenwick said. “Yes, of course. I’ll get… get back to work. Thaddeus.” He hurried off, and Sholto followed the admiral to the office.

In the corner of the warehouse were two shipping containers, stacked one on top of the other. Windows had been installed during the building’s previous incarnation so that management could watch labour. The admiral had installed curtains so that enlisted couldn’t so easily spy on leadership, but the doors and walls were thin so Sholto kept his voice low.

“Currency? You didn’t mention that this morning,” he said.

“It’s not entirely make-work,” the admiral said as she removed her coat and handed it to the lieutenant. “Some of our newer recruits were caught trading items they found in the city. Tablets and phones for the most part. Some books and… and what else, John?”

“Four tablets, twelve phones, twenty-three paperbacks, headphones, an old oil lantern, shoelaces, and a hypoallergenic pillow,” Whitley said. “The pillow was what tipped off the sergeant. They’d collected the loot while searching houses for the undead prior to the firewood-gangs going in to rip up the floorboards.”

“We don’t have a law against responsible scavenging,” Sholto said. “In fact, I’d say we encourage it.”

“Sailors burdening themselves down with unnecessary trinkets reduces their readiness,” Whitley said.

“Perhaps,” the admiral said, “but the real issue is that those items were looted to order. They were trading them for cleaning and sewing, and… well, I shall take their word that was all it was for. Trade will happen. It will always happen, and if we don’t control it, someone will sell bullets for fish. Hence Mr Fenwick’s task: to find us something we can use as a currency.”

“It does keep him out of the way,” Whitley said. He hung the admiral’s overcoat, and then his own. Where he wore the blue and grey uniform, she was dressed in a navy-blue suit with gold braid on the sleeves. The suit had come from a department store, the braid from a costume shop, but it passed muster in their increasingly makeshift world.

The admiral sat in her brown leather recliner. Whitley took his chair on the immaculately ordered side of the two desks. Sholto took Kallie’s chair on the far messier side.

“What news from Dundalk?” the admiral asked. “What do you have to share you didn’t want Mr Fenwick to hear?”

“It’s nothing good, but nothing too bad,” Sholto said. “But it is news. Or a change of direction coming straight from our elected mayor. Things haven’t turned out as any of us planned. Or hoped for that matter. Perhaps too many of our dreams were fantasies that we clung to for too long.”

“What’s the edict from Mrs O’Leary?” Whitley asked.

“I’ll get to that,” Sholto said. “First, I think it’s time we put our cards on the table, cleared the air, so to speak. I’d more or less made up my mind before I arrived here in Belfast. After that debacle on the motorway, I’d confirmed it. I planned to return to Anglesey, take the plane and Sorcha Locke, and fly to the U.S. I’m still uncertain whether Kempton had an underground storehouse there, though Locke claimed to know the location of one. As to whether it contains more supplies than were in Birmingham or Elysium, I’ve no idea. I was still working through the hows-and-whys of implementing the plan when we were forced to abandon Anglesey. I wasn’t intending to fly into the unknown on some hare-brained suicide mission. That doesn’t change the fact that I wanted to take the plane and use that, and the satellites, to force everyone’s hands. I dare say, on balance, you and your people wouldn’t have minded bringing a ship across the Atlantic, but I would have taken that decision from you, from Mary, from the council.”

“I… I see,” the admiral said. “Do you know where this underground warehouse is?”

“Nope, and there is a chance it doesn’t exist, or that it’s already been emptied, or that it’s occupied by Kempton’s people. People like that woman who shot Kallie.”

“And what would you do if you found them there?” Whitley asked.

“As I say, I hadn’t worked out all the details, but we do still have a submarine with its nuclear warheads. I figure one of those missiles would have taken care of them. We’d have to find a way of firing them without satellite-guidance, but if all else failed, I reckon we could tie the targeting to a signal from a sat-phone.”

“You’d call in a nuclear strike on your own head?” Whitley asked.

“Yep,” Sholto said. “If that’s what it took. No amount of canned food is worth handing over the future of our species to someone like Kempton. Look, when I left America, I had no great hope of finding my brother. I hadn’t much more of even reaching Britain. But when I allowed myself to dream, to envelope myself in some future fantasy, because I had nothing else with which to keep myself warm, I pictured us on a farm amid the sage, in a world free of the undead. What was clear, after I reached Britain, after we reached Anglesey, was that a future for the children would take more effort than Bill, Kim, and I could provide. It’ll take more than a village, but that’s about all we have left. Regardless of the consequences to me, regardless of what sacrifice I had to make, I was ready to force everyone’s hand. But, before I could, we had to abandon Anglesey. The plane’s been lost, and with it my plans. Nevertheless, that was what I’d planned. Those are my cards, so what are yours?”

“What do you mean?” Whitley asked.

“The sabotage changed everything,” Sholto said. “It can’t change the fact that Heather Jones took her fishing fleet to Elysium, not to here.”

“We had nothing to do with that,” Whitley
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