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Synopsis
 
Most people look forward to the harvest, but some just want to watch it burn.
 
With the final evacuation over, the Atlantic survivors hoped they’d found peace, but the war has followed them west. While searching for his lost vault, General Denning has laid waste to Washington State. Farms have been burned, bridges mined, and cities filled with the undead, all in pursuit of a forgotten weapons vault everyone else thinks is a myth. Everyone except Maggs who found proof of it shortly after she arrived in the west. She and her army of Oregonian farmers have been fighting a guerrilla war against the general since March. One by one, her friends were murdered. Now, she wants revenge.
 
As Fatima and Siobhan hunt for spies in the north, and Bran raises a militia from the farmers on Vancouver Island, Kim and Sholto search for the general and his army. Though he is operating at the end of a very long supply chain, their resources are no more plentiful. They can afford one battle, one push, one last sacrifice in their bid to create a world safe for their family.
 
But even if they defeat Denning, the war won’t be over. The real threat is, and has always been, Dr Tippichandra and her piratical followers in Louisiana. Stopping her won’t be enough, not for Detective Tom Wilgus. Nor will revenge. He needs justice.
 
A story of love and war, revenge and acceptance, set in a new nation being built among the ashes of the old world.
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Dramatis Personae
 
They are the survivors of Anglesey and London, Ireland and Cape Verde, and from all across the Atlantic; the refugees from Nova Scotia and Quebec; the North Americans who survived the evacuation to Australia, and those who remained behind. Whatever their country of birth, it is now gone, but with war upon them, it is convenient to maintain some of the old names and traditions. Janet Gunderson, former Surgeon General, has been sworn in as President of the United States. Napatchie Ashoona, MP for Nunavut, was appointed as Prime Minister of Canada. But they don't rule alone.
Jonas Jeffries, retired cop and current Vice President, has gone to Harrison Hot Springs to prepare the ruins for the incoming evacuees. Heather and Lorraine, survivors from Wales, run the civilian fishing fleet. Tracy Mossburger administers Fort St John. Nearby in the town of Charlie Lake are the survivors from Otter Rapids led by Pete and Olivia Guinn. Having survived one Canadian winter, they are determined to relocate south.
Magdalena MacDonald is now commissioner of police on both sides of the old border. Spencer Harding, formerly of the RCMP, manages the expectations of the stray settlers in their easternmost settlement of Cooking Lake. Fatima Khalil now owns a farm, though is so busy with police work that she’s rarely at home.
While Janet and Chief Kelly run the hospital, Nilda administers it, and oversees the ever-expanding school headed by Aisha and Kevin. Greta and Eamonn are in the process of launching a newspaper and radio station.
Not everyone has settled down. Not everyone can. Andrea isn’t their only firefighter, though she is the only one who can fly the CL-415 water-bomber, so spends as much time in the air as on the ground. Unable to escape the ghosts of those she was unable to save, Corrie Guinn occupies herself with building a phone network to link up their new settlements. On Vancouver Island, Father Micheal and Mr Rannga Setiawan lead the pilgrims waiting for news from three ships that took pilgrims to Rome, Jerusalem, and Mecca.
As Bran sails south with the militia, and Major Thelonious Toussaint prepares his Marines in Bellingham, Colonel Leon Laurent and his army await the order to launch an offensive against Louisiana. Only when Tippy is vanquished will they be able to finally lay down their swords and take up a plough.
Attempting to administer it all is Bill, one-time political operative in Whitehall, now co-chief of staff to Janet and Napatchie, and occasional advisor to leaders in the Pacific. On top of his other duties, he’s trying to raise Daisy and Annette. They say it takes a village, and in this case, they have one. The Sewards and their daughter Tasha are frequent guests in their home. The Birmingham teenager Hazel has been promoted from babysitter to clerical assistant in the new White House, under the watchful gaze of the majordomo, Nabila Nahon. Kim, though, is absent.
The co-chief of staff, Kim, was leading a scouting mission for farmland in southern Washington State until her team was ambushed by Captain Pakhaüser. The sailors Ranesh and Cerys and the American evacuee, Lee, died. Only Kim and the Welsh fisherman, Gethin, survived the attack at Bremerton Airport. Thaddeus Sholto, meanwhile, had led a team to the city of Olympia. The teenagers, Jay and Heppy, were as interested in looking for Maggs as her husband, Etienne, and his cousin, John. Like Kim, Tom and Minnie were looking for homes, though for their group which had travelled from Alma in Quebec. But in the city of Olympia, Minnie was murdered.
 
Dr Tippichandra and General Denning were committing genocide in America long before the Europeans arrived in Canada. While Tippy waged piratical warfare along the East Coast, destroying large communities like New York and pillaging small homesteads, Denning searched for his mythical weapon. Most think it doesn't exist. Thanks to the letters left by Hank Schwarz for his superior, Colonel Spitzer, Maggs knows there is a hideous truth at the heart of the man's twisted delusions. It won't be enough to kill Denning, his acolyte and lover Captain Pakhaüser, and their bomb-making scientist Major Brewster; they must find the vault and destroy whatever remains inside.
 
It’s been over fifty years since Jack Harper quit the Army and bought a farm in Oregon. As the farm grew, so did his family. He married, raised children, helped raise his grandchildren, and tried to teach them all they needed to know. Not just them. An exchange student from England named Kim came to stay on the farm where she was taught how to shoot.
Partially motivated by grief after burying his wife, daughter, and a granddaughter not long before the outbreak, Jack decided to hand the farm to his son, Conrad. Jack quit the state, retiring across the border in Washington. He regretted it almost immediately.
After the outbreak, his granddaughter Dessie came looking for him. Jack returned to Oregon, and along with William ‘Teach’ Aquino and Ronnie Lubbock, they created a sprawling network of fortress-farms, and were sure they would outlast the undead.
Maggs Espoir was responsible for maintaining the energy supply to Quebec, Ontario, and a large portion of New York State. Even after the outbreak, she and her husband, Etienne, went to work. As long as there was power, there was hope. When the lights went out and they were separated, she sought out other survivors, knowing that survival was impossible alone. With the likes of the zoologist, Fern, the miner Ricardo, and children who'd been forced to become warriors like Yvette and Marshall, they built a community.
While searching for a refuge, they made their way to Lac Seul where they wintered and then travelled eastwards towards Vancouver Island. Before reaching it, they ran into Dalton and Brewster, two of General Denning’s acolytes. Most of their community were murdered. During their escape, Maggs, Ricardo, and Ginger were captured again in Longview and thrown into a cell with Dessie and Jack, who'd gone north looking for more people they could help. After fighting their way free and destroying Denning’s munitions store, they escaped back to Oregon where they raised an army from among the farmers. That was in March. Four months later, their war still goes on…
 

The Story So Far
The White House, San Juan Island, 9th July
 
Coffee sucked, and this was Jay’s second cup. Why couldn’t there be any more root beer? There was no sugar, of course. No cream, either. Minnie said coffee with sugar and cream was better than champagne. Had said. Poor Minnie. Dead now. Murdered in Olympia. He took another sip of the treacle-like brew. Almost immediately afterwards, he yawned. Yep, if there was one thing worse than coffee, it was defective coffee.
He couldn’t remember when he’d last slept. Not properly. His watch said it had just gone ten a.m. on the ninth of July. They’d left Union at six-forty on the evening of the seventh. He remembered checking the time. He frowned as he tried to do the maths. Thirty-nine hours since they’d left the derelict jetties behind and begun sailing back up the Hood Canal. Thirty-nine long, slow hours. The little town had barely disappeared behind the horizon before the engine began clanking. Gethin had tried to fix it, but just didn’t know how. Cerys would have known, but she was dead, too. Another victim of Pakhaüser’s evil crusade. It hadn’t been until they’d bumped into Bran’s little fleet, already at sea, that they’d got some hasty repairs done and had been able to sail on at a more normal speed.
It had been impossible to sleep on the boat, even after they’d fixed their rattling engine. When he closed his eyes, he kept seeing Minnie falling from that ladder. Even now, the shot that killed her echoed around his brain. He glared at his watch again. On the other side of the new Oval Office, President Gunderson, Bill Wright, and Constable Fatima Khalil conferred. Why was a cop here? Did they think they were going to arrest Pakhaüser?
How long had it been since he’d properly slept? Not on the journey down to Union. Not really. And not really in the handful of days since he’d arrived on San Juan. This little American island was too new, too different, too alien for him to lower his guard. That was probably why he’d not been able to relax. Everyone had kept saying the zombies were dead, that Tippy and her pirates were on the other side of the continent, and they’d finally made it. They were safe. Except none of that had been true.
Only a few weeks ago, he’d been on the road for over a month. Well, they all had. From Alma in Quebec to Cooking Lake in Alberta, and then down to Bellingham at the very north of what they were still calling Washington State, before making another tedious boat journey to San Juan Island. Not that he’d slept much in Alma, either, not after Tippy had chased them out of Nova Scotia. Thinking back, he’d not slept really well since he’d lived in the Tower of London last year.
“Okay, let’s just go back to the beginning,” Bill said, limping back to his seat. Fatima turned the camera back on before taking her place a little behind the president and her chief of staff.
Jay yawned. “Again?”
“One last time, then you can sleep,” said Janet Gunderson, former Surgeon General and now President of the United States, at least to those living in this small corner of this one small state.
“In the beginning was the word,” Jay said. “Well, three words. Water, shelter, food. We left here to go looking for them. Enough food, water, and shelter for the tens of millions of evacuees who ended up in Australia and now want to come home. It was supposed to be eight boats, but you needed the boats to be ferries for the settlers who’d just flown into Nanaimo from Darwin, so we had to make do with just two, The Angry Goat, and the Rising Dragon. Gethin captained one, Ioin the other. We left after dawn, so I guess it was mid-morning. We were sailing down Puget Sound, deep into the middle of Washington State.”
“The Hood Canal,” Gethin muttered, not looking up.
“Yeah, same thing,” Jay said. “We searched a few harbours and inspected some bridges, looking for places we could set up radio towers or tidal power systems, but our first major stop was Bangor Base. That’s where the story really begins. We weren’t going to stop there. Why would we? But Heppy picked up some people talking on the radio, and knew they were sus, right?” He squeezed Heppy’s hand to get her attention.
“What?” Heppy slowly looked up. She took her hand back from Jay and rested it atop her injured leg, elevated on a foot stool.
“Bangor Base,” Jay prompted. “You heard a radio signal. It was weird, right?”
“Oh. Yes. Well, no, not weird,” she said, dragging herself back from the depths of her own sorrow. “It was unusual. They sounded like guards, watching over the old nuclear military base, and they’d seen our ships approach. If we were going to find survivors somewhere, it sort of made sense to find them there. Except we knew General Hawker had visited the base back in March, and it had been empty then.”
“So you decided to go ashore,” Bill prompted, glancing at the camera recording the interview. “Bangor Base was a depot for the nuclear-armed submarine fleet in the Pacific. General Hawker had visited shortly after he arrived in Canada. He’d found the munitions vault sealed and the base long-since abandoned. Accessing whatever, if anything, remained in the vault was deemed a low priority.”
“Well, maybe it shouldn’t have been,” Jay said, looking at Bill rather than at the camera. “They’d set up an ambush right outside the vault. They were waiting there, and for long enough to make a camp. There’s photos on the phone. One chair. One pack. One Bible. All hidden by camouflage and only a rifle-shot away from the vault entrance. One guard was stationed there, but three attacked us. Plus, they had a radio jammer. Yeah, they were expecting us.”
“Had they tried to get into the nuclear weapons’ vault?” Bill asked.
“Nah,” Jay said. “It’d take a week, and some construction gear.” He stifled another yawn as he waited for the next question, but Bill was pointing at something on a sheet of paper, showing it to Janet, and definitely not sharing it with the camera.
“Thank you,” Janet said. “What happened next?”
“Well, Kim got the sniper. Me, Sholto, and Etienne dealt with the other two,” Jay said. “After, Sholto and Etienne went to check for another way into the bomb vault. Me and Kim went to find their radio jammer. We figured it would be where they were sleeping. We were right. There was a training place they were using as a storeroom that was next to a water tower. They had one guard left there. That’s who had the sat-phone.”
“Exhibit A,” Bill murmured picking up the device that had been sealed inside a plastic bag.
“Yeah, it’s got the messages on it saying to attack us and defend the vault at all costs.”
“You found food and fuel there?” Bill said. “Kim notes it was enough food for a hundred days.”
“Depending on how many people it was for,” Jay said. “We reckon it might have been for speedboats. Tippy had those on the East Coast. Stick them on a trailer, drive them up to Bangor Base. Get the fuel and some food, and then sail them up Puget Sound, or drive them further north and there’d only be twenty kilometres to sail across before you reach one of the islands.”
“And there’s a thought that’ll bring us sleepless nights,” Janet said. “You didn’t stay in Bangor Base?”
“Nah. Tom, Sholto, and Kim discussed it. They figured, because of the jammer, there can’t have been any more pirates within radio range, so we sailed to Union. It was empty. Of people, I mean. It’s pretty wrecked.”
“It appeared empty,” Gethin said. “They had people watching at that point. Strange place, Union. Every house had its own jetty, but they’re all quite small houses. I don’t understand the economics of it.”
“That’s America all over,” Jay said.
“You arrived at around dawn in Union, and then split up,” Janet prompted. “Eve and Ioin left aboard the Rising Dragon. The rest of you split into two groups and continued.”
“Gethin, Kim, Lee, Cerys, and Ranesh stayed in Union,” Heppy said. “Me, Jay, Sholto, Etienne, John, Tom, and… and Minnie, we went to Olympia.”
“Oh, tell them about the farms,” Jay added.
“We found two farms along the way,” Heppy said. “One had this cool automated irrigation system that still sort of worked. They’d been abandoned in December. But they had three or four months of food that they’d grown and canned last year.”
“Enough for the hungry months,” Bill said. “Go on. Then you went to Olympia, yes?”
“It’s full of landmines,” Jay said.
“And zombies,” Heppy said with a sigh. “We think Olympia’s town leaders, at the beginning of the outbreak, cleared the main thoroughfares of cars and then set up roadblocks to prevent people who were just passing through from disappearing into the suburbs. Except someone put landmines on the barricades blocking the turnings. We split up again. Sholto, Etienne, and John went straight to the airport.”
“Where they found the letter from Maggs,” Jay said, the memory briefly invigorating him. “She’d been there in March and was looking for farmland. She’d met some soldiers based in Cheyenne Mountain and some others who were leaving notes down in Longview.”
It was Bill’s turn to pass a note to Janet. The president nodded once but said nothing.
“And what happened next?” Bill asked.
“Me, Jay, Minnie, and Tom went north, to visit some of the other factories on the list,” Heppy said.
“The list the Australians gave us of machinery they would like salvaged?” Janet prompted.
“Right,” Jay said. “So we were cycling through the town. I guess we were quite close to the western edge, and only a few kilometres from the airport, when we heard the music. We followed the sound to this big walled compound. They’d built the wall using metal sheets, those temporary road surfaces you can use to repair a bridge or road. And just before the wall, there was a bonfire. It hadn’t been lit. The car was just beyond. The music was coming from a speaker in the back.” It was coming back to him now, and in vivid detail. “This one guy, he was tinkering with the wall. He ran back to the car. They drove off, then stopped, turned off the music, and waved for us to follow.”
“You didn’t suspect trouble?” Bill asked.
“When we heard the music, we called Sholto and Etienne on the radio,” Heppy said. “They’d told us about the note from Maggs. We thought that’s who we’d found. I mean, they’d turned off the music and didn’t seem hostile.”
“It was a trap,” Jay said. “They led us down this road completely walled in by cars, like two layers, five vehicles high, filled with junk and cement and stuff. There was an explosion. That’s what he’d been doing by the walled compound. The sheets began falling. There were zombies behind it. So we had zombies behind and cars on either side. Their car stopped. They climbed a ladder up to the top of the wall, and we followed them up.”
“Minnie reached it first,” Heppy said. “They shot her when she got to the top.”
There was a pause. “What happened next?” Janet finally asked.
“Well, Sholto drove a giant excavator at the wall, while Etienne and John went inside and finished them,” Jay said. “Finished the people, I mean. Not the zoms. There’s thousands of them.”
“There were four hostiles in Olympia, but another nine bedrolls?” Bill asked.
“Yeah. We think they operate in teams of four,” Jay said. “And they paint these giant crucifixes everywhere. Like life-size. It’s so wrong. I mean, if Jesus came back, that’s got to be the last thing he’d want to see, right?”
Janet smiled. “Sorry, you reminded me of a comedian I saw long, long ago. What else did they have?”
“Bomb-making gear,” Heppy said. “John added a video to the phone where he went through what they had, and his view on it. But he said it was professional equipment. Commercial rather than military, but whoever used it really knows how to make bombs.”
“And food and fuel?”
“Mostly MREs,” Heppy said.
“And then you went back to Union,” Bill said.
“Oh, wait, we forgot the other house,” Heppy said. “Before the music came on, we found a house where there’d been a cross, but it was painted over and someone had added the message, don’t trust the general.”
“General Denning,” Gethin said. “It must be him. President-General Denning, living prophet of these bastards.”
Janet nodded. “And I think that brings us to you, Gethin.”
“The five of us cycled north, up the coast from Union to Belfair,” the Welsh sailor said. “Me, Ranesh, Cerys, Kim, and Lee. We looked at some houses along the way. Nothing much to report on them. If you look at the map, there aren’t many roads through the area. The majority of the farmland is to the south, on the peninsula across from Seattle. That land near Union is all recent development. Second homes, or retirement villas. There’s some family housing, but we didn’t see much by the way of employment opportunities. Reminded me a lot of that stretch west of Llandudno. Belfair’s at the end of the canal, and one end of the neck of that peninsula, and that’s about ten miles wide. Gorst is at the other end and there’s a road between them. Control that road, you control the peninsula. And if we control it, Tippy can’t send anyone back to Bremerton Base, or put any boats into the waters opposite the islands.”
“And Bremerton Airport is halfway along that road,” Bill said, half speaking to the camera. “And the city of Bremerton, and its naval base, is a few miles north of Gorst, roughly due west of Seattle across Puget Sound.”
“It is, though we had no intention of going to the airport,” Gethin said. “We were just getting the lay of the land so we could brief Bran when he arrived. But that’s where they were, in the airport. Hidden, when we arrived. Eight of them, I think, though there could have been more.”
“Led by Captain Pakhaüser,” Bill said.
“Her, yes,” Gethin spat the words. “The four of us were kept under guard while she talked with Kim. You’ve got Kim’s statement, and that goes into the details, but the upshot is that Pakhaüser is a true Revelationist. We’ve all met them, right? Here and back in Wales. The people who need to believe to make sense of the horror, but take it to the next step. Since they believe in an interventionist god, then all of this must have been ordained, and so death and pain is their god’s will. After a year murdering and torturing, they need for their beliefs to be true as the only way to justify what they’ve done.”
“Yes, we’ve met their kind,” Janet said. “What happened?”
“Tippy texted questions to Pakhaüser,” Gethin said. “Pakhaüser relayed those to Kim, but with commentary. Kim wanted you to know that she counted the keystrokes. Pakhaüser was editing the replies she sent back, and if she wrote like she spoke, then whatever Tippy read was wrapped up in dogma.”
“I’ve got the questions here in the letter,” Bill said. “Pakhaüser asked how many people are regularly arriving from Australia, had more journalists arrived, when did Pierce die, how many communities do we now have, and why did I change my original plans.”
“The use of the word regularly is interesting,” Janet said. “Either she thinks we have a schedule for the returning flights, or she’s aware we sometimes welcome large planes, sometimes small. Please, Gethin, go on.”
“They locked us in an old office, sealed the frame with foam, drilled holes in the door, inserted a tube, and gassed us. It was the zombie virus. Lee and Ranesh turned. Cerys was… she died. Kim and I killed the other two. By the time we broke out, Pakhaüser’s people had gone, but they’d hidden landmines around the runway. Kim found them and set them off. It was a… what do you call it, a daisy-chain? After the first blew up, it set off the others. Not much shrapnel, just a cloud of dust, and gas. Smelled like cherry blossom. Same as the stuff they pumped into the gas chamber.”
Jay reached for his cup, then pushed it away. “This wasn’t the first time they used the gas on us.”
“What do you mean?” Janet asked.
“Back in Alma,” Jay said. “That house where we found the zoms, just after Antonio spotted his old cellmate, Luis. When Luis ran, he went there, to that house, to release the zombies, and that stopped Antonio from catching up. That house was sealed up with foam and stuff. This must be how they’re turning people.”
“It must be an aerosol,” Janet said. “It would explain the need for a sealed environment. It’s terrible, but it could be worse.”
“It is worse,” Gethin said. “The airport hangars are filled with tractors. Hundreds of tractors. Considering those abandoned farms and what Pakhaüser told Kim, the zombies in Olympia must have originally been the farmers. Thousands of farmers were working the land here in Washington State before Christmas. Working it well, if they were able to can enough food to see them through until spring.”
“Thank you,” Janet said. “Does anyone have any more questions, or anything more to add?”
“I think that’s about it,” Jay said. A grim silence settled on the Oval Office. Gethin closed his eyes. Heppy shook her head, swallowing hard as she held back tears. Bill slowly stood, limped over to the camera, and switched it off.
 

Prologue - Fill the Bath
Cocoa, Florida, 19th February, One Day Before the Outbreak
 
General John Denning carefully turned the Confederate sabre, letting the early morning light dance along the steel as he looked for the first hint of rust. Satisfied the blade remained pure, he returned it to the case it shared with its Union twin. Two sabres from the same forge, gifted upon graduation to two officers who’d trained side-by-side, recovered from the same battlefield upon which they had both died. To him, it said everything about America’s past, its future, and the pernicious devils who would prevent the country from achieving its destiny.
He had read history, but unlike most, he understood it. The Civil War had been inevitable from the moment of independence. Not because of slavery, and certainly not because of ‘state’s rights’. The fact of the first constitution proved what was possible when good men, with strong resolve and noble souls, were able to put aside petty ambition in order to achieve and find a compromise for the betterment of the greater good. Yet the Civil War was inevitable because war itself was inevitable. It was the true test of men. Brother against brother. Sword against sword. That was God’s judgement made manifest. Penance, redemption, and transcendence to glory all in one swift and merciful moment.
His watched trilled. He did so loathe that alarm. He loathed the watch, too. Smart watches? Smart? Oh, just give him six weeks in a boot camp with those silicon-blooded reptiles who ran California. No, six hours would be enough, though there were some who wouldn’t last six minutes. He walked over to the sideboard and opened the globe. It had been his drinks cabinet. Long before that, it had belonged to General McClellan. A much-maligned officer, in his book, a book which he’d almost finished writing. Inadequate junior officers, that was McClellan’s problem and Denning’s thesis. That particular problem still plagued generals to this day. He took one pill from the bottle, then one from the blister pack, then two from a different packet, and on. Twelve pills in total, three times a day.
His watch trilled again. It wasn’t an alarm, but a message. “1, 2, 5.”
His heart skipped. It couldn’t be. It shouldn’t be. No one else knew that code. He hurried from the study, crossed the long hall, but paused before he reached the front door. Shorts and a robe weren’t clothes for company. Of course, she’d seen him in worse. She’d seen him in less.
He opened the door. There she was, Jordan Pakhaüser, his very own descended angel. The red-spotted scarf around her hair and overlarge sunglasses were less of a disguise and more of a signpost, but subterfuge had always been one of her very, very few shortcomings.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, unable to keep the smile from his face. “Marjorie will be back soon.”
Pakhaüser held up her phone, open to a map app on which there was a single pin. “She’s still buying groceries.”
“You’re still tracking her?” He couldn’t help but laugh.
“You sound well. You look well,” she said. The question hung in the air, unspoken.
“The radiotherapy is over. Chemotherapy will be next. All is continuing as per the treatment plan.”
“I… I’ve been praying for you.” She stepped forward, reached up, and gently caressed his cheek. “I’ve missed you.”
“And I you.”
Her hand was refreshingly cold, but her lips were electric as she leaned in to kiss him. For a long minute they embraced, before she abruptly stepped back. “I wished we had time, but we don’t.”
“Why not?” he asked, reaching up to his mouth.
“It’s okay. No lipstick,” she said. She took another step backward. Her expression hardened into the professional mask she only took off for him. “Fill the bath.”
It was like a million freezing daggers pierced his skin as he heard the words she’d first uttered twelve years ago. Then it had been in jest. Since, it had been said in sorrow and anger, in love and in lust, but never with such utter sincerity. Even so, he had to ask. “You’re sure?”
She nodded, once. “Fill the bath.”
He nodded back. There was much which could be said, but none that needed to be. “I’ll pray for you,” he said.
“And I for you. I must go.”
“Of course,” he said. “If… when… afterwards, where will I find you?”
“I’ll find you, Johnny.” She stiffened, snapped to attention, and saluted. “General.”
He straightened and returned the salute. “Captain. Godspeed.”
She about-faced and marched back to her car. He watched her go, and then he lingered, waiting until she’d driven away. Only then did he go back inside.
His globe was open. He’d been about to take his pills, hadn’t he? He took one pill, and then another, and then the rest.
What would you do if you knew the world was about to end? Twelve years ago, when Pakhaüser had just joined the Alphabet Project, and they were both assigned to Project Moose, she’d first asked him that. Of course, since their careers were devoted to post-apocalyptic planning, it wasn’t an unusual question. How and when she’d asked it made the moment stick in the mind. What they’d done afterwards had made it one of his most cherished memories.
He had been a Lieutenant Colonel. She was a green lieutenant. They were conducting a survey of sabotage targets along the border, updating the list where necessary. Initially, they’d travelled as father and daughter, but she’d looked too old, and he had never been the paternal type. After an awkward first night on the road, she’d insisted on a detour via a big-box store. She’d changed her look, bought them a pair of cheap wedding bands, and declared herself his trophy wife.
They’d stopped for dinner on the shores of Lake Superior at a pretentious roadhouse with dim lighting and a dull menu. He’d been ready to call it a night when the students came in. Four of them, on a road trip west, following the route of some movie. They’d taken a booth two down. He’d finished his drink and been about to call for the cheque when he heard one student ask another, “What would you do if you knew the world was about to end?” And so had begun one of the greatest nights of his life.
He’d ordered more drinks, and they had listened. The students had talked with such passion, such detail, such confidence, and such utter ignorance. He couldn’t contain his laughter, nor could she, so they’d masked it as the shared happiness of a couple in love, all while listening to the show. After an hour and a half, the students had left. So had they, going back to their room. They’d made love for the first time. Afterwards, she’d asked him that same question. What would he do if he knew the world was going to end. There was only one answer of course, his duty.
Over the years, there had been other similar missions. Other covers. Other nights. He’d moved slowly upwards through Project Alphabet, surviving funding cuts and reorganisations. Always, he kept her with him. He didn’t regret it, even now. He’d prayed for forgiveness and knew it had been given because theirs was the purest, truest love. If the world had been different, they would have married, though after he’d first secured a divorce. Stability was a requirement for a position in the project. A divorce would halt his advancement. Marrying a junior officer would be the end of his career. How would he do his duty then? So they had remained lovers, but in the truest, purest sense. They had been careful, while their love had only ever grown stronger. His rise had continued. He’d been about to take the leadership post and overall command of the Alphabet Project when the migraines began.
As if summoned, he felt a throb behind his temples, pulsing towards his jaw. His pills! He’d forgotten to take them. He’d been about to, but then his angel had arrived. He walked over to the globe, opened it, and picked up one bottle, and then the blister pack. There was only one pill left. Strange. It should have seven, shouldn’t it? No matter. He had a month’s supply, and if he was still alive in a week, he’d go to the pharmacy and fill his own prescription.
He’d been so close. Six more months and he’d have been in command, able to implement real change across the whole programme. The improvements he could have made. The lives he could have saved. Cancer. The kiss of death for his career, and for his chance at helping humanity. Ironic, then, that it had not been the kiss of death for him.
That question which had so vexed those students had become one he and his angel had returned to, night after night, year after year. What would they do? What could they do? There would be no warning if they were attacked. It would be too late to do anything. But there was the other possibility. A preemptive defence. In which case, the Alphabet Project would get a warning, but no more than twenty-four hours. And what could you do in that time? Load your guns, fill the bath with water, and pray.
He walked over to the torn battle standards hanging on the wall. One Union, one Confederate, both from Gettysburg. They belonged to the regiments in which three of his ancestors had served. There was honour in that war. God’s glorious purpose writ in smoke and blood. There would be none in this coming conflict.
Fill the bath. It had become a shorthand for them. An inside joke. Innocuous yet redolent with all which could not be said, at least not in public. Now, though, it meant something different. It meant the orders had been issued. A preemptive defensive strike was imminent. With what and against whom didn’t matter. In under twenty-four hours, the world he knew would come to an end. There was nothing he could do to stop it. He had nothing to do at all except wait.
Back in that roadhouse, those teenagers had had a different answer. If they knew the world was about to end, they’d leave. They’d planned to grab what they could and hit the road. One had had an uncle with a cabin. Another knew of a resort by a lake. Their naivety had been hilarious at the time. Now he saw it as the harbinger of the chaos that tomorrow was certain to bring. How many others would go to that lakeside resort? How many others would take to the road? How much food could fit in one vehicle, especially if it was also full of passengers? Within a week, if not sooner, they’d be dead. Those that didn’t succumb to dehydration would be shot for what little they had. No. You had to stay put and pray you weren’t at ground zero.
In defence of those teens, at least they had been talking about it. Maybe they’d kept talking. Maybe talk had turned to plans, and they’d put some real ones into place. That’s what you had to do, of course. Plan in advance, because when the alert came, there’d be no time to do anything but fill the bath and pray.
Marjorie had wanted the house. Well, she’d wanted a house fit for a general and his wife. She always wanted something. Children. Pets. A second honeymoon. He’d had the house built with a fallout bunker large enough to keep three months of supplies. Supplies for both of them. That was his duty as her husband. It wasn’t enough, of course. And therein he saw the flaw in his own plans. He’d not needed to store more because the project had its own stashes.
Pakhaüser’s arrival and coded message meant that the Alphabet Project had been initialised. A potential hostile invasion of mainland America was expected. The how and who didn’t matter, though it was unlikely to be a full-scale invasion. No one was capable of that. No, it would be a limited nuclear exchange, followed by incursions by land, sea, and air, to capture vital military and civilian technology, supported by enemy agents already in place. The only defence was a good offence, so their preemptive strike would knock out most hostile launch capability. Most. Not all. There was no way to predict which missiles might get through. The enemy attack, whichever enemy it was, would fail, but chaos would ensue.
He looked down and realised his gun was on the desk before him, already dismantled. He didn’t remember sitting down or taking the Smith and Wesson Model 20 revolver out of his drawer. One of the first made, it had belonged to his great-uncle who’d bucked the family tradition and joined the police rather than military. Denning fondly remembered his tales of God’s justice being delivered in dark alleys and the uninhabited woods of the lawless south. The stories had been so beguiling, he’d even toyed with the idea of becoming a police officer himself, but only briefly, and only when he was a child.
The revolver had occupied pride of place in one of his display cases until his wife had insisted on changing the code to the gun safe. She insisted on trying to manage everything, to manage him. He’d relented on the guns after she’d threatened to call the doctor, the military police, the FBI, and whoever else it took to confiscate them. She’d overlooked the revolver, so he’d taken it from the cabinet and put it into his desk. After all, what use was a soldier without a weapon? Now it was in pieces neatly arrayed on his desk, with six cartridges standing to attention next to the barrel. That was muscle memory for you, the body taking over while the brain was distracted.
Fill the bath. Well, that really was all most people could do. Fill the bath, pray, and wait for death. He should be able to do more. He could have, if only he’d been promoted. When he’d been given the diagnosis, he’d thought it was a curse. Now he saw it as a test. He could do more. He would. The nation faced the prospect of invasion and nuclear war. He had to do more. This was God’s will.
He knew the location of the supply caches for Projects Beaver, Moose, and Owl. The nearest was only ten miles away. He’d go there first and take command of the team. If they didn’t arrive, he’d complete their mission. He’d recruit others. Even now, there were still a few good and loyal men in the country. Yes, he’d raise an army. An army might march on its stomach, but it didn’t fight with it. He’d need weapons. Oh, if only the promotion had come through, then he’d know where Project Groundhog’s vaults were.
Pain shot up from his hand. He looked down and saw blood oozing from the flesh between his thumb and forefinger. The gun was now partially reassembled, but with a speck of blood on the cylinder. How had that happened? Slowly, methodically, he finished reassembling his weapon.
The Owl Station at Cape Canaveral was set up to communicate with Project Groundhog’s vaults. Once he’d gathered the supplies and recruited the best men he could find, he’d go to the Cape and take command there. He’d contact the vaults, get their locations, get their weapons. With those, his army would throw off the invaders. They’d rebuild America. They’d rebuild the world and make it a true Eden. Yes, one last battle. One final manifestation of God’s will.
“Hon, I’m home! You wouldn’t believe who I met in town. Where are you?” Marjorie’s voice echoed through the hated house.
“In the office,” he said, though clearly not loud enough.
“Why didn’t you answer when I called?” she said a moment later, peering around the office door. “And what are you doing with that?”
“I was just cleaning it,” he said.
“How did you get into the gun safe?”
“I didn’t.” He placed the revolver on his desk and took in his wife of thirty years. He’d never loved her. It had never been more than childish lust and convenience for which his punishment had been marriage. Which wasn’t to say he didn’t care for her. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
“Well, we can talk over lunch. I got fresh tuna.”
He hated tuna. It was all he seemed to eat these days. Tuna and salad, and tuna salads. Of course, that was about to change. “Tuna would be wonderful. And a salad. A large one.”
She frowned. “Are you okay? Did you take your pills? Should I call Dr Clifford?”
He waved that away. “Look, listen, please. It’s happening.”
“What is?”
“The apocalypse. The world is coming to an end.”
She smiled. There was a time he’d thought her smile winsome, now it was merely patronising. “That’s the medication again. You’ve left the army, dear, remember? You’ll feel better after a meal and a nap.”
“No, I got word from work. Everything I was working on.” He paused. He wasn’t supposed to say, but what did it matter now? “There’s about to be an invasion.”
“Yes, dear. Come help me put away the groceries,” she said.
“I mean the apocalypse. World War Three. It’ll be the Russians and the Chinese, working together. They’ll destroy Europe first, of course. We’re about to launch a preemptive defensive strike.”
“I’m going to call Dr Clifford. He said the dose might be too high. First, though, I’m taking that gun from you.” She marched over to the desk.
“Just listen, won’t you?”
She reached for the revolver, picking it up by the barrel. Standing, he grabbed the grip. She tugged. The medicinal cocktail might have dulled his senses, but not his muscle memory. He was a soldier. This was his gun. The shot boomed around the office. He stepped back. She fell, crumpling to the ground.
“Oh, Marjorie,” he whispered. He slumped back into his chair, watching the blood spread across the polished wood floor while the life drained from her eyes.
Why had she gone for the gun? It had been an accident, of course. Reflex. Training. Hadn’t it? He couldn’t remember pulling the trigger. Strange. Had he pulled the trigger? The gun had gone off, yes, but he’d not wanted it to. He’d not willed it to. He had no memory of doing it. Was it him? Or was this God’s mercy? A quick death was truly merciful compared to what would come next. Yes, it was a sign.
“I’m sorry, Marjorie,” he said, turning his gaze upward. “I’m sorry. But this is for the best.”
And she would know it, wouldn’t she? Now, she would understand everything. She would know everything. “I’m sorry,” he said again.
He reached for the phone, then hesitated. What was the point in reporting it? By tomorrow, it wouldn’t matter. Then what should he do? What could he do? Why, nothing, except fill the bath, load his guns, and pray.
 

Part 1 - The Guerrilla War
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Chapter 1 - Seven Watches
Lost Lake, 3rd July
 
Maggs passed the phone to Ricardo without looking at the photograph on the screen. She could imagine what a crucifixion looked like without seeing the evidence. “This was taken at the Hood Bridge?” she asked.
“This morning,” Jack said, leaning forward across the circular table in the temporary cabinet room so he could better see her. Outside, dusk was settling. As a precaution in case any planes were overhead, they hadn’t turned on any lights, making the phone’s screen the brightest spot in the gloomy chamber. “The three crosses went up this morning. That’s according to Marshall. He brought back the news and the phone.”
“Do we know if they’re still alive?” Ricardo asked, tapping his wedding band on the arm of his chair. It had become an unconscious habit of his in the two months since the simple wedding, a rare emotional expression for the quiet miner who kept his feelings as tightly controlled as his fears.
Ginger laid a gentle hand on her husband’s arm. “Do we know who the victims are?”
“It’s not a clear enough image to see any of their faces,” Jack said. “It’s a still photograph, so as to whether they’re alive, your guess is as good as mine. I’ll say this, though, Marshall thought they were dead. If they’d been… if they’d been moving, I’m sure he’d have mentioned it.”
“How many of our people are missing?” Maggs asked.
“Forty-seven,” Jack said.
It was an easy number for Maggs to visualise, being almost the same as the number who’d escaped Denning’s trap at the spa. That was when this new horror had begun. Not the endless nightmare of the outbreak after she’d been separated from Etienne, and which had continued as she journeyed from Alma to the zoo and then to Lac Seul. No, that felt like ancient history, as did her many years working for Hydro Du Lac, keeping the lights on in Quebec, Ontario, and New England. Her months in Lac Seul had been spent doing much the same work and so they slotted neatly into the mental file marked memories. The stop-start-stop eastward drive along the wintery Canadian border was more like a dream now. Many were the sleepless nights where she’d imagined what might have been had they left when they’d sent away the children. She, too, could have had a quiet life in Manitoba at the International Peace Garden. But what sanctuary did it really offer when an evil like Denning stalked the Earth?
This new and seemingly inescapable horror had begun at the spa, with the arrival of Sheriff Constant Dalton. Back then, her community had consisted of the four hundred and fifty survivors of Lac Seul. The spa had been one of the best refuges they’d found. Too small for a permanent base, sure, but good as a staging ground while they searched for a way north. Then Dalton had arrived.
There was an expression Etienne’s cousin, John, often used that seemed apt: too good to be true and too good-looking to be honest. Well, that summed up Dalton perfectly. Oh, she’d wanted to believe his story about survivors in Cheyenne Mountain, of restoring power, and then bringing back civilisation. No, she’d needed to believe it, to believe that if others hadn’t been reduced to their worst aspects, then nor had she.
The spa had been attacked by the undead. Dozens had died. Their ammunition had been expended. What she’d only learned later was that Dalton was behind it because he worked for Denning. She’d never learned who those zombies were, not exactly, except that they’d been survivors much like her own group. Tricked. Trapped. Turned. That’s just what had happened at the spa. Dalton’s friend, Brewster, had weaponised the zombie virus, creating an aerosol which he’d released into the spa. Only fifty-seven of her friends had escaped with her, but she was sure there had been other survivors hiding in cupboards or closets until the building burned down around them. Yes, that was the real beginning of the war.
They’d made it to a ghost town called Vader. She, Ricardo, and Ginger had gone on to Longview alone, looking to find a bridge to cross the Columbia. Instead, they’d met General Denning but not realised who he was until too late. They had been put into a cell with other unwary travellers, including Jack, Dessie, Booker, and Henley. Prisoners again, they were gassed, again. Henley and Booker had died. So had a dozen other prisoners. But Dalton had been there; he’d wanted to talk. In her, he’d seen his own crooked path to redemption, but it was too little, too late. She’d killed him, and felt no qualms then or now. She’d orchestrated the escape of Ricardo, Ginger, Dessie, and Jack, but that was when disaster had struck. She’d started a fire to cover their escape, not knowing that Longview had become Denning’s weapons’ dump. The explosion had left her with burns on her hands and face. Poor Dessie had been charred.
“The crosses are a trap,” Dessie said. Her words came out loud and deep, easily filling the chamber, a strange quirk of the fire. While her body had been ravaged, her voice had grown stronger, as if it was possessed with the vitality no longer present in her limbs. “Denning expects us to rescue them because we are good and he is evil. Do we spring the trap?”
“We don’t need to, do we?” Ginger asked. “The point of the assault was to draw their army to the bridge, but if they’ve set a trap, then their soldiers are already there. We can just sit back, can’t we? Maybe snipe at them from the opposite bank, wouldn’t that be enough?”
Maggs didn’t think so, but she looked over at Ronnie. Other than Jack, J.R.R. Lubbock was the only member of the cabinet with military experience, and his was much more recent than the septuagenarian farmer. Ricardo leaned forward, making a point of looking at Ronnie, too, a not-so-subtle sign that the decision was going to be his.
Ronnie whistled, soft, slow, and long, a habit of his when he was buying time to think. “No,” he finally said. “No, we’ve got to attack. Hood Bridge is our distraction. We need them to think that’s our main force and our main assault. When we retreat, we need them to think they’re victorious so they’re less prepared for phase two. These crosses might help us. They’ll think our assault is a rescue mission, and hastily arranged.”
“It won’t help the people running over the bridge,” Ginger said. “Denning’s force will be dug in with bombs planted and rifles aimed. It’ll be a massacre.”
“Sometimes you have to lose a battle to win a war,” Dessie said. “Winning the war, winning it now, is all that matters, so we must make it look like we’ve lost this battle.”
“It doesn’t have to be a massacre,” Ronnie said. “How much C4 do we have left?”
“Four kilos,” Dessie said.
“More than enough,” Ronnie said. “Ginger, you and Ric attack first, from landward. When you start shooting, our main force will begin crossing the bridge. The enemy will think it’s a rescue attempt. We’ll plant some mines on the bridge as we advance. Ginger, Ric, after five minutes, retreat. No longer. Some will follow you. Most will redirect their fire on the force crossing the bridge. When that happens, the bridge force will pull back. The enemy will follow, trip some mines, and come into range of our sniper teams on the southern bank. They’ll think they drove us off, but our casualties should be a lot lower than theirs.”
Silence settled again as they each pictured the attack in their minds. 
“That’ll work,” Ricardo said and reached forward to pick up his watch. With that, the discussion was over, and voting had begun.
The tradition had begun three months ago, at about the same time they realised that many had a claim on leadership but none wanted it. They’d taken their watches off at the beginning of the meeting so Jack could synchronise them, and collected them at the end as they’d voted. In the weeks since, picking up a watch had become the method of voting.
“They want us to be afraid,” Jack said, reaching forward to pick up his dented Rolex. “Well, I’m too old to be afraid of anything other than an uneven sidewalk. We attack, as planned.”
“Ric, Ginger, remember you’re not the hammer to my anvil,” Ronnie said as he leaned forward to collect his watch. “Snipe at them. Just a few volleys, then pull back.”
When they’d been piecing together the rules for their military state, they’d decided that five out of seven was the number they’d need to carry a motion. With four votes cast, and with Maggs knowing how she and Dessie would vote, it left only one voice to potentially offer dissent. This decision would begin the campaign, and once begun, it could only end in death or victory. She wanted it to be unanimous, and so she held back, her eyes on Teach.
William Aquino had lived and worked on the Yakama Reservation for his entire life. Oh, he’d travelled but always returned to his ancestral home. As a chemistry teacher in the Toppenish High School, only his AP Chemistry class called him Teach. It had been a badge of honour for them, and one they’d used long after they’d graduated. Now, it was all anyone called him.
“No retreat. No quarter. No compromise,” Teach finally said, scooping up his watch. Maggs leaned forward and picked up hers, and then Dessie’s. Unlike the other six, this was a nurse’s watch which she pinned to the cloak the woman wore indoors and out, despite the heat.
“I wish I were going with you,” Dessie said. “Thank you, everyone, for all you are about to do.”
Gently, Maggs took Dessie’s arm, helping her up and then to the door. It flew open before they reached it. On the other side of the office was the campground’s old shop, now being used as a clinic. Marshall and Yvette were on duty as guards to make sure no one listened. Usually, they had no interest in anything except each other. Not today. Today, they’d clearly been listening.
Marshall held the door while Yvette rushed forward to take Maggs’s place, guiding Dessie outside. In the clinic, Chloe looked up from her patient. Maggs gave her a comradely smile. Chloe nodded back, but her shoulders slumped in anxiety over the patients yet to come. There were only three left in the clinic. Most of the sick had already been patched up and sent back to their units or carried to the transport. The three still remaining were unconscious. Two had almost lost the battle with infection after last week’s skirmish in Astoria. The third, Billy Decker, had fallen yesterday and simply not woken up. No one knew why, so they’d made him comfortable and hoped he’d wake.
Outside, full darkness had arrived. It was safe to leave. The planes didn’t fly at night, though some had been seen near sunset. The scouts had seen them to the west, near the ocean, and to the north, sweeping across the skies of Washington State. Sometimes it would just be one small jet. Once, they’d seen four large planes, barely an hour apart, seemingly following the coast. On other days there were none.
They had taken a few prisoners from among Denning’s ranks. Most were conscripts who knew less than Maggs had learned from Dalton. They’d been told that the planes belonged to a US Army unit based out of Alaska. When the final battle began, those soldiers would join them, or so the conscripted zealots believed. Maggs thought that to be a lie. Denning had followed them south across the Columbia, burning their fields and razing their camps. If these planes were a force allied to Denning, they’d be providing systematic reconnaissance. That said, they must surely be aware of the general so whoever they were, while they might not be his allies, they clearly weren’t her friends.
A crowd had gathered outside, waiting to hear whether there was a change in plans. Lost Lake had been a good refuge, but one they’d only arrived at last week. Tonight, they would all leave, either heading off to the front in one unit or another, or retreating to only Dessie knew where, to the last refuge for the infirm, too old, too pregnant, and too young.
In total, just under two thousand remained now. Mostly Oregonian farmers, the survivors of the community Jack had created. Not all the others had died. Many had fled. It was better not to think about them. No, instead, she thought of those who had stayed. Almost all had been civilians two years ago. Five months ago, they’d been farmers looking forward to a harvest in a world in which the undead appeared to be dying. Now they would fight. Not for a homeland. Not for a flag. But for each other. Truly, had any conscript ever fought for anything else?
“They want a speech,” Teach said.
“Well, don’t look at me,” Jack said.
“Maggs?” Dessie asked, and because it was her asking, Maggs had no choice but to clamber up onto the truck-bed, finding a clear space to stand between the generators and cables already packed for transit.
“We are going to fight a great evil,” she said, raising her voice to carry across the crowd. “It’s a twisted perversion of a religion we all know, and many of us believe. A religion whose foundational pillar is love thy neighbour. Look about you. These are your neighbours. They would die for you. We would die for you. Should you fall, know that we will live for you. We fight for each other. We fight for love. Know that you are loved, and that is why we will win.”
 

Chapter 2 - Carried to War
Salisbury Slough
 
When Maggs thought of the word home, she still thought of their little house in Alma with its mismatched furniture, piecemeal garden, and irregular redecoration. They’d repaired it themselves. Years later, they’d repaired the repairs. They could have moved to somewhere grander, especially after her most recent promotion when she’d gained operational responsibility for ensuring the flow of electricity to Quebec, the Saint Lawrence, and most of New York State. But who needed more washrooms than there were days of the week? You could only sleep in one bed at a time, only read one book at a time, only enjoy one meal at a time with the man she loved as much as life itself. That was their home, their refuge where sad memories had been buried for long enough that they had lost their bitter poignancy. Until the outbreak.
She’d slept in a lot of places since then. The Hydro du Lac office in Alma; the zoo at Saint-David-de-Falardeau where she’d first met Fern; the dam at Lac Seul where they’d stayed through a dismal harvest and ferocious winter; campsites, golf courses, abandoned houses, and the spa where Fern and so many others had been murdered by Denning’s poison gas. She didn’t remember Jack’s farm, where her people had briefly found refuge after their escape from Washington State. The pain from the burns had been such she’d spent those three days
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