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Synopsis

 

Once it was home to half a billion people. A year after the nuclear war, Europe is a radioactive, storm-ravaged wasteland through which a hundred million undead inexorably march. In their wake, they leave nothing but ruins. Ahead of them flee those few who managed to survive this long. Chasing them are the dregs of humanity. Once known as the Rosewood Cartel, they kill, loot, and destroy as indiscriminately as the living dead.

 

Hope might be lost, but it could still be found, as can a future for the last remnant of humanity. Those who built a sanctuary on Anglesey, in Dundalk, in Creil are the help that came to others. In this, their darkest hour, but with a new dawn so close, they will not give up.

 

Set in the Faroe Islands, France, Denmark, and elsewhere, the battle has begun, but the war hasn’t yet been lost.
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The Story So Far - Day 261, 29th November

The New World, The North Sea, Between Nieuwpoort & Calais

 

The luxury cruise ship, The New World, didn’t so much plough through the waves as trim their caps as she skimmed southward. One hour into the seventy-kilometre voyage from the Belgian yachting town of Nieuwpoort to the French port of Calais, and the journey was already half done. Among the passengers, most of the adults had left Anglesey on a grain-carrying freighter which had run aground in Dundalk. Most of the children had escaped London as the approaching horde brought that city’s final doom. But they didn’t represent all those who’d escaped London and Dundalk. Some now crewed the cruise ship the Ocean Queen, already shouldering its way towards Ireland. Others were aboard the Royal Navy amphibious assault ship HMS Courageous, which sat, nearly fuel-less, off the Belgian coast. But not Jay or Annette.

“There you are,” Annette said, opening the door to the windowless storage room near the ship’s stern. The cat she’d been struggling to keep in her arms squirmed free and sprang up onto the top-most of a stack of transparent plastic boxes.

“Shh,” Jay said. “And close the door.”

“Why? There’s hardly any light in here,” Annette said.

“Just do it,” Jay said. “Please.”

“Fine. Fine,” Annette said. She stepped inside and pulled the door closed. Only then did she think to ask, “Did you want to be alone?”

“I’m hiding,” Jay said. “From the kids. Hide and seek.”

“Oh,” Annette said, trying to keep the amusement from her face. She sat on one of the near-empty storage boxes. According to the crossed-through contents scrawled on the side in heavy felt-pen, it had contained paper plates when they’d left Dundalk, but now contained disposable cups. “I used to play that with Daisy, but she’s outgrown it. Anyway, I came here so you could be properly introduced.”

“I met you yesterday,” Jay said. “Don’t you remember? When this ship got to Belgium?”

“I didn’t mean introduced to me,” Annette said. “I meant to Commodore Tabitha Nelson.”

“Who’s that?” Jay asked.

“The cat,” Annette said. “Tabitha because she’s a cat. Nelson because she’s a ship’s cat. Commodore because she acts like she outranks us all. We rescued her from Dundalk.”

“Ah. Oh. Okay,” Jay said, increasingly uncertain. “And you want me to say hello to her?”

“That’s up to you. She’s a member of the crew, so it’d be polite, but she’s still just a cat, so I wouldn’t expect a reply.”

“Right,” Jay said, uncertainty flipping into full-bore confusion.

“But I was looking for you for another reason,” Annette said. “George Tull said I should.”

“He’s looking for me?” Jay asked.

“No. But he said I should come talk to you. Actually, it was Mary O’Leary more than George,” Annette said. “And George said I shouldn’t bother Chester and your mum because you’d be more help than them anyway.”

“I would? What with?” Jay asked. “Wait. Shh.” He clambered over the piles of half-empty crates to the door, leaned his ear against it, and listened as small feet pattered along the corridor outside. “We’re clear,” he said.

“Do you… do you enjoy playing games like this?” Annette asked, taking a book and pen out of her shoulder bag.

“What’s that pen for?”

“Oh, I’m writing a history,” Annette said. “While Bill’s… you know, recovering. He started a journal the day after the nuclear war began when he was trapped in London. He kept it up as he travelled through England, after he found Kim, and then me and Daisy, and Sholto. And then he kept writing while he was on Anglesey. But, you won’t believe this, he didn’t write anything down while he was in France. Not a single word! I did, though, about me and Kim and Mary and everyone getting shipwrecked off Dundalk. Now I’ve got to fill in the gaps. Like about what happened to you in London, and about what happened to Bill and Chester in France. George said that Chester told you all about it.”

“Yeah, but maybe you should ask him,” Jay said. The cat nimbly leaped onto a crate at eye-level with Jay, where she gave him a calculatingly judgemental stare.

“I’ll have to check the details with Chester, of course,” Annette said primly. “Kim says it’s important to get multiple sources for each account. To make sure they’re true.”

“So you want to know what happened to me?” Jay asked, giving in to the inevitable. He sat down on a crate of his own. The cat, now perched above them both, watched him with interest. “Well, first, Mum and me didn’t go on the evacuation—”

“Oh, no,” Annette interrupted. “I know all that. You and your mum lived in Penrith. You got separated. You went to London while she went to Scotland. You know I met her? Rescued her, in fact. During the summer, from that island up near Scotland that she was stranded on.”

“That was you?” Jay asked.

“Yeah. Kim was there, too,” Annette said. “We were on our way back from Svalbard to Anglesey. That’s where we found the fuel for these ships. But, yeah, I met your mum. That was before we got to Anglesey and she met Chester, they went off to Penrith and found that letter you left for her. That’s right, isn’t it? That you left a letter in your old home saying you’d gone to London?”

“That’s right,” Jay said.

“So if your mum had gone home, rather than traipsing across the Scottish lowlands, she’d have ended up in London a lot sooner?” Annette said, as much accusation as question in her tone.

“I guess,” Jay said. “But she wouldn’t have met Chester, or known about Anglesey. How do you know this stuff, anyway?”

“I was talking with Aisha,” Annette said. “I wanted to know when her baby is due. She thinks February. That will be exciting, won’t it? But I got a lot of it from Chester when he was staying with us on Anglesey. You know, after he and Sorcha Locke escaped from Birmingham, after Scott Higson rescued them in that helicopter.”

“Oh, yeah, Chester stayed with you on Anglesey, didn’t he?”

“With me and Kim and Bill, yeah,” Annette said. “He’s surprisingly tidy. Compared to Bill, anyway. Okay, so after Penrith, you went to London?”

“There’s a lot more to it than that,” Jay said.

“Like how you met Bran along the way,” Annette said. “You and that soldier rescued him from some of Quigley’s people. I’ve got to get her to teach me sign language.”

“It’s useful when fighting the undead,” Jay said.

“And you and Tuck got to London. Then, a few months later, Nilda and Chester arrived.”

“Yeah, but lots of other stuff happened in the meantime,” Jay said.

“Like?” Annette asked, her pen poised.

“Um… well, I guess we moved from a radio station to the Tower of London. Sort of. I mean, that’s when Mum turned up. After that, we tried a lot of stuff. Looking for food, supplies, and a way to make the Tower work. We went to Kent for fruit. That’s when we found all those kids. They were at a boarding school down there. There were hundreds of survivors with them at first, but by the time we got there, it was basically just the kids left. We got them back to the Tower, and then we decided we had to make contact with Anglesey.”

“And that’s when Eamonn went north?” Annette asked.

“No, we were betrayed first. By Graham and McInery. People died. Chester got shot. Almost went blind.”

“But you dealt with them,” Annette said. “And then Eamonn left.”

“It wasn’t as easy as that,” Jay said, increasingly defensive as months of hard struggle were reduced to a brief and bare few lines. “But yeah. Chester was meant to hike to Anglesey but he was still recovering from the gunshot. So Eamonn went instead. He just sort of sneaked away. We were going to send more people, but then George Tull arrived in that small yacht, with Norm Jennings, Viola Denby, Lorraine, and Dr Harabi. That’s when Chester and Greta set out in search of Eamonn.”

“Ending up in Birmingham where they found Sorcha Locke, and those other survivors,” Annette said.

“What happened to them?” Jay asked. “The people from Birmingham?”

“Oh, they went to Elysium, Kempton’s old farm in the southwest of Ireland near Kenmare Bay,” Annette said. “A lot of people went there with a lot of the small fishing boats.”

“Where Eamonn and Greta went?” Jay said. “Cool.”

“And while Chester was with us in Anglesey, you went to the Isle of Sheppey?” Annette asked.

“That’s right,” Jay said. “There’s diesel there, you know. In the car import place.”

“George told me,” Annette said. “And you got bitten. That was careless.”

“Wasn’t the first time,” Jay muttered.

“And then Leon had to rescue you,” Annette said.

“No,” Jay said. “That’s not how it was. Leon brought small ships for us, that’s all. Four of them, plus the boat George Tull had brought made five. While we were waiting for the ships, we went to the Isle of Sheppey. The fuel was in the cars ready to be driven off for sale. And the only reason Leon was captaining the small boats was because of Pierre and Giselle Dupont. They’re this old couple from France. From somewhere near where Leon grew up. They knew each other from before. Like long, long before the outbreak. Anyway, Pierre and Giselle had a granddaughter, Simone, who was at school in England. And we have a Simone, one of the kids we rescued from that school in Kent. When Chester was on Anglesey, he sort of mentioned that, and things got confused. Leon, and Pierre and Giselle, they all thought that it was the same Simone. But that’s why Leon came to London, not to rescue us, but to bring Pierre and Giselle who thought their granddaughter was there.”

“But it was a different Simone,” Annette said.

“Yeah, that was a bit sad. What are the odds that two kids from France with the same name and the same age would be at school in Kent?”

“The odds can’t be that long,” Annette said. “Not if it happened.”

“True,” Jay said. “Wait, shh.” They sat in silence as feet rumbled along the corridor outside. “There’s something you’ve missed in your story.”

“What?” Annette asked.

“The horde got to London before Leon did. We had to flee in the Golden Pelican and the—”

“In the what?”

“The kids renamed our five boats,” Jay said. “After the ships Francis Drake took when he circumnavigated the world. That’s a long story.”

“Is it an important one?” Annette asked.

“I guess not. Anyway, we had to flee in that boat and a couple of rafts, rowing down the Thames faster than the zombies could… well, float, I guess. That’s where we met Leon, sailing towards us.”

“So he did rescue you,” Annette said.

“He collected us,” Jay said. “That’s all.”

“And then what happened?” Annette asked.

“Um… well, we went to Sheppey, and got a bit of diesel, and then crossed the sea, ending up in Ostend. The harbour was a real ruin. We sailed down the coast to Nieuwpoort where we found the cruise ship and the Royal Navy amphibious assault ship.”

“The Ocean Queen and the HMS Courageous,” Annette said. “And?”

“And… well, then you arrived in this ship, from Dundalk. Then Chester, Sorcha, Bill, and Captain Fielding arrived in their small boat from Calais, and… well, now here we are.”

“Okay…” Annette said, jotting down a few more notes. “That’s useful. Thanks.  Was it really that bad? London?”

“I dunno. I mean, yeah, it was bad, but not as bad as Penrith.”

“That’s where I… me and Daisy, we came from London. That’s why I’m asking.”

Jay shrugged. “Now, after all this time, I guess it’s the same as anywhere else. You saw them, didn’t you?”

“Saw who?”

“Dead zombies,” Jay said. “In Dundalk, you saw hundreds of them. Just dead. Not killed.”

“You mean you haven’t seen any that have just died?” Annette asked.

“Sure. I guess. But not loads all together, not so many that it’s proof they can all die. One day soon, they’ll all be dead, and we can… not go home, but we could go back to London.”

“Like Starwind says, soon is like pain. You don’t know how long it will last until it’s over, and it can get worse before it gets better.”

“Starwind? You mean the girl Chester met in France?” Jay asked.

“No, the real Starwind, from the anime show. You’ve not seen it? You should. It’s really good. We were watching that, me and Daisy, when our ship ran aground in Dundalk.”

“That was one of the grain ships?” Jay asked.

“Except there wasn’t much grain left,” Annette said. “But yeah. And it was sabotaged. By the same people who destroyed the power station on Anglesey, and who nearly set fire to Belfast.”

“What’s Dundalk like?” Jay asked.

“Nice,” Annette said. “It’s not Anglesey. And there were still zombies there. We had to fight a real battle when we got there, though. We were in this hotel, and the zombies kept coming. Thousands of them. It… was… intense. But I liked it. You know the college had its own wind turbine? That’s where we stayed after the hotel. And there’s coal there. A lot of coal. All at this small warehouse by the harbour. Enough that those people from Belfast will have warmth and light while they wait for the Ocean Queen. It’s a shame, really. If the nuclear power station on Anglesey hadn’t been broken, if it wasn’t leaking radiation into the Irish Sea, I’d have said Dundalk would make a good home for us.”

“But if the power station wasn’t leaking radiation, no one would have had to leave Anglesey,” Jay said.

“I guess,” Annette said.

“There aren’t any hordes in Ireland?” Jay asked.

“Nope,” Annette said. “Not that Kim saw, or Siobhan, either.”

“Siobhan Murphy? She’s the cop they rescued?” Jay asked. “The one leading the mission to the Faroe Islands.”

“Well, I think Thaddeus is really leading it,” Annette said. “But she’s meant to be the independent observer.”

“She didn’t waste much time, did she?” Jay said.

“Who, Siobhan?”

“No, Admiral Gunderson,” Jay said. “The minute Chester told the admiral about Faroe over the sat-phone, she organised the expedition.”

“It was Bill’s idea,” Annette said. “And if he hadn’t been shot, if he was…” She stalled. “Anyway, why wait?”

“Not sure I like the idea of living on the Faroe Islands,” Jay said. “It’ll be colder than Penrith. A lot colder. How long until we know whether we’re all moving there, do you think?”

“Thaddeus and Siobhan won’t get there for another day,” Annette said. “So maybe a couple of days after that. It won’t take long to find the hydroelectric plant. I guess it might take them a while to turn it back on, but they’ll know whether it works before that cruise ship, the Ocean Queen, reaches Dundalk. Did you speak to Captain Fielding?”

“Me? No. Why?” Jay asked.

“I bet she’s got some interesting stories to tell,” Annette said. “Saving people in the southern hemisphere, living on Ascension, then travelling all the way up Africa before stopping the Ocean Queen and the Courageous off the coast of Belgium and travelling down to Calais where those slavers captured her. Did you know she went as far as the Falkland Islands? They’re near South America.”

“I know where they are,” Jay said. “What did she find there?”

“I’m not sure. That’s why I wanted to talk to her,” Annette said. “I think the islands were swamped with refugees and zombies. I know they didn’t find much fuel anywhere. No safe harbours, no safe ports. That’s why Faroe is so important. It might be the last refuge left.”

“I thought everyone wanted to go to America,” Jay said.

“Not everyone,” Annette said. “Just some of Admiral Gunderson’s original crew from the Harper’s Ferry. She promised them they could return, but they won’t find anything in America that we can’t find in Europe.”

“How do you know?”

“Because of the satellites,” Annette said. “They’re not much use now, with so little fuel left they can’t be moved much, and wherever they’re moved, they find clouds between them and the ground. But in the summer, Sholto got some pictures of New York and other places. America was the same as everywhere else.”

“It doesn’t leave many places we can look for a new home, does it?” Jay said. “The Mediterranean, the Baltic, and that’s all.”

“And the Pacific,” Annette said. “Though I don’t know how we’d get there.”

“By travelling down the coast of South America,” Jay said. “In the cruise ship, and The New World, and the Amundsen.”

“Except we’d run out of fuel,” Annette said with the deliberate patience of someone who’d had it recently explained to her. “That’s why Captain Fielding’s story of the Falklands is so important. If we can’t find fuel in Africa or in South America, we can’t travel south in any direction. I’ll speak to her when we get back to Belgium. But there’s also her admiral to think about.”

“Admiral Gunderson?”

“No. Admiral…” Annette had to flip back a page. “Vice-Admiral Popolov. Russian. Retired. On holiday taking photos of penguins. That’s all I’ve got about him. He was in charge of the people down on Ascension, and when they got to Belgium, he took them overland, to Ukraine, leaving Captain Fielding to guard the Ocean Queen and the HMS Courageous.”

“All because of a radio signal they heard back in March,” Jay said.

“Relayed via lots of places before they heard it from some people in South Africa,” Annette said. “Except we know that those people from Ukraine are now heading south. And that where there were millions near the beginning of the outbreak, there are now only twenty thousand. They’ll be in the Pyrenees now. We can’t leave them behind. Or Admiral Popolov’s people.”

“Do you know much about the Ukrainians?” Jay asked.

“Not really,” Annette said. “Bill’s not talking, and Sorcha isn’t talking to me. What did Chester tell you?”

“Um… let’s see…” Jay began. “Chester was on Anglesey, staying with you after he was rescued from Birmingham.”

“Then he, Bill, and Sorcha got on the plane with Sergeant Salman Khan, Private Amber Kessler, and Scott Higson,” Annette said. “They were meant to fly across to Belfast where Sholto had cleared a road for them to land. But the plane had been sabotaged. They couldn’t turn the aircraft, so they had to fly in a straight line, and ended up crashing in France.”

“Near where they crashed, they found some bodies of people who were murdered,” Jay said.

“Starwind’s people,” Annette said. “She sounds cool. She ran a watchtower east of Creil, keeping the town safe.”

“If you know, then why are you asking me?” Jay said.

“Because I don’t know what I’ve missed,” Annette said.

“Starwind’s people were murdered by the Rosewood Cartel,” Jay said. “Did you know that? Or their leaders were once members of the cartel, which isn’t quite the same thing. Starwind was keeping people safe to the east, and Adrianna was in charge of a group who had a watchtower to the west of the town. Creil has about a thousand people, and they were trapped on an island in the middle of a river. The cartel, led by a guy called Dernier, had lured zombies to either side of the town. The people were trapped until Chester and Bill and the others turned up. They helped liberate the town, and defeat the traitors, but that’s when the helicopter appeared.”

“From Ukraine?”

“Yeah. The Ukrainians had seen Scott’s plane fly overhead,” Jay said. “The Ukrainians had been travelling for months. I think they first tried going east, to Russia, but they had to turn west. The horde followed. There’d been millions of survivors in Ukraine, somewhere along the Dnieper River, but that was at the beginning of the outbreak. There were only twenty thousand in the convoy when it reached France. They saw the plane fly overhead, and sent the helicopter looking for it. The helicopter crew spotted the fires and lights from Creil, which is why it landed there, and told them about the horde and stuff. That’s when the people of Creil decided they had to leave. Chester and Bill and Sorcha went west with Starwind to collect Adrianna and the people at that watchtower. Except they had to rescue them from Cavalie’s people. The cartel thugs. After the battle, they… well, they continued north, leaving Scott Higson, Sergeant Khan, and Private Kessler in Creil.”

“I wish Starwind had come with them,” Annette said, “rather than going back to France. Never mind. What did Chester tell you about their journey north to Calais?”

“That he and Bill got captured by Cavalie,” Jay said. “Sorcha helped them escape. She’s running the cartel now. Cavalie, I mean. They got to Calais and found it was being run as a slave camp by Cavalie and some Russian guy, Rhoskovski. One of the prisoners was Captain Fielding. She was the only one they managed to save. The other prisoners were all murdered. That’s when Chester and the others went to war with the cartel. They got onto the roof of one of the terminal buildings and dropped a bomb over the side, blowing up a whole load of tanks and snowploughs that the cartel people had brought there. That’s when he and Bill, Sorcha, and Flora Fielding escaped by sea.”

“And the harbour was mined?” Annette asked. “That’s what everyone’s been saying.”

“Yeah. When they were escaping Calais, they thought all the mines had been blown up. That’s what the cartel were doing. They were sending out their prisoners in small boats to detonate the mines! Can you believe that?”

“I kinda can, yeah,” Annette said, shaking her head.

“But Chester and Bill and the others, they didn’t set a mine off. The boat following them did. Maybe Cavalie was aboard it.”

“Here’s hoping,” Annette said. “And they got to Belgium a little after everyone else, and now the Ocean Queen is on its way to Ireland, the Courageous is still in Belgium, and we’re heading down to Calais to make sure the cartel people are gone.” She glanced at her notebook. “Is there anything else?”

“One thing,” Jay said. “The cartel people used radio. Chester reckons, in Creil, their engineer is working with them. She was getting information via radio, and sending it to Cavalie. I don’t know the engineer’s name.”

“Brita VanHausen,” Annette said. “I got that from Sorcha. It’s not good, is it?”

“What isn’t?”

“Admiral Popolov and a thousand people are heading east from Belgium towards Ukraine. Meanwhile, a thousand people from Creil, and the twenty thousand who came from Ukraine are heading south to the Pyrenees. The Ocean Queen is going to Ireland where we’ve nearly nine thousand people split between Dundalk and Kenmare Bay. Sholto’s going up to Faroe, which might be habitable, but only if the hydroelectric plant can be turned back on. There’s a hundred million zombies trampling through Europe. And there’s some weird group of drug dealers who, after the world ended, decided they’d test exactly how evil a person could become.”

“Yeah, I guess it isn’t great,” Jay said.

“But we’ve been through worse,” Annette said.

The cat, bored with watching humans who weren’t feeding her, jumped down from her high perch, toppling the five boxes beneath. Jay and Annette leaped out of the way, nearly as fast as the cat, but landed less agilely, and not before the crates loudly clattered to the floor.

“You should let that cat out,” Jay said, scooping up the looted t-shirts which had spilled from a box.

“I don’t want her jumping over the side after some fish,” Annette said. “But I do need to go speak with some other people. Aisha wanted me to talk to Felicity about life in the Tower.”

“Well, if it’s important, I guess I could tell you—” Jay began, but before he could finish, the door opened. A trio of small faces grinned at them.

“Found you,” Simone said. “Oh. Did she find you first?”

“Don’t worry,” Annette said, smiling at Jay. “I’m not playing.”
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Day 257, 25th November



Chapter 1 - Subterranean Homesickness

Creil, France

 

“Strewth, it’s dark down here,” Scott Higson said.

“As dark as a kangaroo’s pouch?” Private Amber Kessler asked.

“People in Australia don’t actually talk like that, you know?” Scott said. “Now get that light over here. Right. But if I were pressed, I’d say it was darker than the historical pit they’ve got up in Silverton on Christmas Day. No visitors at Christmas, you see, so they keep the lights off. There, that’s got it. Third time lucky.”

The Australian pilot stepped back from the open bonnet of the battered Fiat, and wiped his oily hands on an equally oily rag before absentmindedly wiping the residue on the side of his head. The stubble was growing out almost completely grey. He’d kept his head shaved on Anglesey, despite the availability of hot water. Since the plane crash, there’d barely been enough water to drink, and none to spare. In Creil, there was electricity, evidenced by the string of lights running through the cavernous, knocked-through sub-basement garage, but there hadn’t been time to shave. Nor could time be denied; his half-century approached.

“Didn’t think I’d be spending my birthday in France,” he muttered.

“What’s that?” Private Amber Kessler called from inside the cab of the small car.

“Give the screwdriver a wiggle, Amber,” he said. “Let’s see if the car has one last journey in her.”

The engine whined, chugged, and spluttered, before settling into a healthy growl.

“Third time is always the charm,” Scott said. “That’s a thousand bucks you owe me.”

“I’ll grab it next time we pass an ATM,” Amber said.

“I’d settle for a steak,” Scott said. “Or a salad, or even a single piece of fresh fruit.” He wiped his hands on his already grease-stained clothes. Though they were patched and worn, and like most of their gear, gifts from the people of Creil, after two hours of toil in the subterranean gloom, they were filthy. “Come to that, I’d settle for soap.”

“Think that’s worth more than a thousand bucks,” Amber said. “Double or nothing on the next one? Sarge, this Fiat is ready for you.”

“On my way,” Sergeant Salman Khan said, walking out of the shadows, awkwardly carrying both a jack and a foot-pump in his left hand, leaving his right free to hold onto the stock of his SA80. Like Private Kessler’s weapon, the rifle had come from Anglesey. Both were fitted with suppressors made on that island, and among the only gear that they’d been carrying when their plane had crashed. “Where’s your weapon, Private?”

“There, Sarge,” Amber said, pointing inside the car.

“Keep it with you at all times,” Salman said. “Your pack as well, and Mr Higson’s. We don’t know when we’ll have to run.”

“Yes, Sarge,” Amber said, though from her tone, she clearly wanted to say something else.

Where Sergeant Khan was a career Marine, Private Kessler was a recent recruit. The daughter of millionaires, she’d been on a luxury tour of Africa when the outbreak hit. Stranded in Cape Verde, she’d been saved by a US Marine, and found a berth on the Harper’s Ferry. Since the ship had no room for passengers, she’d been drafted. When Scott looked at Private Kessler, though, he couldn’t help but be reminded of his own daughter, Clemmie. The two women were about the same age, and imbued with a similar stubborn disregard for authority.

“What’s next on my list?” Salman asked.

“Front-right tyre needs replacing,” Scott said. “Front-left needs a pump.”

“There’s a spare in the trunk,” Amber said.

“Got it,” Salman said, putting the jack and pump down before taking a strip of cloth from his belt and tying it to the driver’s-side wing mirror. “Four more people have themselves a ride to the Pyrenees. How many vehicles are we short, Scott?”

“Let’s see,” Scott said, turning to peer into the gloom.

Months ago, the survivors in Creil had brought bulldozers and tractors below ground. They’d knocked through the walls of one underground garage into another, and another, and then through the cellars of nearby houses, digging out, propping up, and expanding their subterranean storage space. Before they were trapped on their island, the people of Creil had collected enough vehicles to transport their entire population away from their refuge. The vehicles had lain unchecked for weeks, and uncared for in the months before then, left to slowly rust in the dank underground cavern.

While someone had added duckboards and lights, strung to the generator near the ramp which led up to the road, at no time had anyone thought to add a pump. Water lay deep across the entire floor, with puddles slowly turning to pools. One good storm, or half an hour of a really bad one, and the poorly supported ceiling would collapse.

“I’d say we have enough space for everyone,” Scott finally said. “But we’re about a hundred seats short. And that’s space for people and weapons, no belongings.”

“They won’t leave all their possessions behind,” Salman said. “When we depart, it’ll be like Anglesey. Worse, in some ways, since more of these people lived here before the outbreak.”

“Then we better get back to it,” Scott said. “If we’re leaving at dawn tomorrow, we’ve no time to waste arguing about the colour of the night sky.”

“If Bill, Sorcha, and Chester aren’t back, will we still leave with the people of Creil?” Amber asked.

“I don’t think they’re coming back,” Salman said.

“What do you mean?” Amber asked.

“That after they collect Adrianna from that watchtower, our three will continue north,” the sergeant said.

“Leaving us behind?” Amber asked.

“The mission has to come first,” Salman said. “Right now, the mission is keeping these people alive. Keeping all people alive. Getting them safely out of the path of the horde is step one. Step two is getting them to Ireland. I don’t like our odds of finding a ship in the mountains, so better someone starts the journey from here rather than somewhere further south.”

“What about the satellites?” Amber asked. “Won’t they spot us?”

Salman pointed at the ceiling. “It looked pretty overcast this morning,” he said.

“You can’t be happy about us being left behind like this,” Amber said, turning to Scott.

He shrugged. “Even if I’d known, this is where I need to be. VanHausen and the other engineers here are builders, not mechanics. They know bridges and walls, and know them well, but you’ve got eyes of your own, you can see what they think of engines. What’s next on the list?”

“Don’t forget your gear,” Salman said. “And the pilot’s.”

Scott picked up his toolbox, leaving his pack for Amber to carry. His hand went to his belt. He had a holster there now, a hunting knife slung on his left side. Like the Mossberg-500 12-gauge shotgun, his sidearm, a PAMAS G1 nine-millimetre, had come from the military airfield on the outskirts of town. The ammunition had come from there, too, and unless they could find more vehicles, they’d be leaving most of the ammo behind.

“How can you take this so calmly?” Amber said.

“You’re only unhappy because you’re not thinking far enough ahead,” Scott said. “Let’s try that panel van.”

“What do you mean?” Amber asked.

“Let’s say we slogged our way back to Belfast together,” Scott said. “We’d only have to cross the sea again to come search the Pyrenees for all these people. I’d rather make that journey to the mountains now, given the choice. And since we don’t have a choice, why grumble about it? Check the engine first. See if they’ve already charged the batteries,” Scott added, as he took out a torch and began a slow inspection of the vehicle. It was battered, but the damage appeared superficial. He reached the rear as the engine came on, whining rather than roaring, and revealing that three quarters of the lights were broken. “Turn her off,” he called out.

“That didn’t sound healthy,” Amber said.

“Nope. Let’s take a look. This is triage, not repair, but we might be able to fix her. Anyway, as I was saying, you’re not thinking far enough ahead. What happens when we get them all to Belfast? Why are we doing that? Why are we doing anything? We’re trying to keep enough people alive that we’ve got some kind of society five years from now. What does it matter if we’re in Ireland or Spain?”

“I guess.”

“Try her again.” This time, the whine turned into a growl as the van came properly to life. “Good enough,” he said. “The tyres look okay, so tie a rag to the mirror, and let’s move on.”

“What about the buses?” Amber asked. “There are six of them.” She shone her torch onto one, then the next. “All have the same destination listed on the board. Gare de L’Est. That means station of the east, right? East of where?”

“Paris,” Scott said. “It’s not that far. About sixty kilometres due south. I wonder whether all six buses came here together, or whether Professor Fontayne sent some people south to collect them.”

“President Fontayne,” Amber said. “She’s President of France, and of the EU.”

“But she still calls herself professor,” Scott said. “And that gives me hope for her and the people she leads. They want to be something more, something that reflects all the communities they’ve come from, but she’s still grounded enough to know they’re an over-large band of survivors in an increasingly precarious position. Ah, no, look. That tyre’s flatter than the Tanami desert. It’ll take more than a sergeant’s superhuman strength to change one of those. We’ll need a hydraulic jack, and we’ll need more people. Where are those engineers? They should be helping us.”

“I haven’t seen them in hours,” Amber said.

“The buses can wait until they return. Let’s try that coach, though. The trouble with buses is that, though we can cram fifty people aboard each, if one breaks down, it’ll be a push finding somewhere to stick them all.”

“Won’t it be the same with a coach?” Amber asked.

“Not if the coach travels at the rear of our column, picking up people from cars which have broken down.”

“Why bother with the cars, then?” Amber asked.

“Because it’s better to have options, and there’ll be no chance to create them when we’re on the road. We won’t reach the Pyrenees tomorrow night. We’ve no idea what the roads are like, or what state that Ukrainian column is in. No, keep your options open. I’m sure that’s one of the rules.”

“What rules?”

“Oh, this bloke I know has them,” Scott said. “Took tourists and archaeologists into the outback, came up with rules to keep them alive. Changed them every trip, mind, but I’m sure he’d have a rule or three for this.”

Amber climbed aboard. “There’s no key.”

“One flat tyre, but I think we can fit a tyre from one of the buses,” Scott said.

An electric guitar blared from inside the coach, echoing off the cavern’s crumbling concrete walls.

“Sorry, sorry,” Amber said, turning the music down, then sticking her head out of the window. “Sorry. I didn’t know coaches had CD players.”

“Turn it up,” Scott said.

“Really? You like this?”

“It’s Bob Dylan,” Scott said, the only answer he deemed necessary. The music transported him back a decade and more, to a late night departure and lonely drive across a near empty continent. “We used to listen to this album,” he said. “Me and Liu and Clemmie, and Bobby after he was born. When we were on the road, when we went looking for a new home. After we abandoned that airfield, I don’t know if the criminals were really looking for us, but paranoia can seep beneath your skin. It gets into your bones. When strangers started asking questions, we’d bundle up our sticks and leave. And after a while, leaving became a habit. So was that album. So was that song. Subterranean Homesick Blues, well, that’s an appropriate name for our current surroundings.”

“My father was a fan, too,” Salman said.

Scott nearly jumped. He’d not heard the sergeant approach. “Of Dylan?”

“After he moved from Minnesota to Texas, he played nothing else,” Salman said.

“In the sixties?” Amber asked.

“How old do you think I am?” Salman said. “This was thirty years ago. He was trying to fit in. Thought Dylan was the most American of musicians, and so the best thing to have blaring from the car stereo. How old is your son?”

“He’d be eleven, now,” Scott said. “Clemmie’s about your age, Amber. There’ll be hell to pay from both of them for missing their birthdays. Yeah, don’t look at me like that. I know what you’re thinking. But since it’s just as likely they’re alive as dead, why not assume the best?”

“Allo!” a man called out from near the ramp leading up and outside. “Allo?”

“Wait here, I’ll go see what’s up,” Salman said.

Scott turned his attention back to the coach’s engine. “Looks like someone took a power hose to the outside, but didn’t seal this panel first.”

“What is that stuff inside there?” Amber asked.

“The technical term is gunk,” Scott said. “Grease, grit, gravel. Some leaves, somehow. Don’t know where they came from. Got to clear it out before we can find the problem.” He raised his muddy hand to his nose and sniffed. “Though I think I know where it might be. That smells like—”

“Private!” Salman shouted, his voice travelling before him as he ran back over. “Rifle and ammo, leave the rest.”

“Problem?” Scott asked.

“Zombies, what else?” Salman said. “They’ve attacked the airport. That’s Luc Brissard, one of the engineers. And the zombies are why they’ve been missing. A large group of the undead attacked the airport. We’ve got to relieve them.”

“I’ll get my shotgun,” Scott said.

“No, you stay here,” Salman said. “Get as many of these vehicles roadworthy as you can. We may be leaving sooner than we thought. Ready, Private?”

“Always, Sarge,” Amber said with a hint of resignation.

Scott listened to their vanishing footsteps before returning his attention to the coach. It was odd that the engineers said the problem was at the airport. Odd because it was at the airport the ammunition and weapons had been stored. But everything about Creil was odd. They called it the Sixth Republic, led by a president and a National Assembly, though some of those representatives had died during the chaotic last few weeks. Professor Fontayne called herself the President of the European Union, too, in a nod to those survivors who came from outside of France. Perhaps it wasn’t odd, clinging to the past like that. Himself, he preferred holding onto a vision of a possible future.

“Wish you were here, Liu,” he muttered, as he scooped out another handful of rotting mud.

 

Ten minutes later, the coach was purring, and he was moving between the vehicles, heading further from the entrance, assessing which of the rest might be salvaged. None could be fixed alone, and so when he heard feet splashing through shallow puddles, he headed back towards the entrance. When he heard voices, albeit speaking in French, he relaxed; it wasn’t the undead.

“G’day!” he called as he neared. “Watch where you step. There’s enough debris on the ground to trip a snake.”

The voices went silent until a woman spoke in Germanic-accented English. “Who is there?”

Scott made his way around a partially demolished wall to where he could see them. He saw Luc Brissard first, and Brita VanHausen second. It was she who’d spoken, and she was the chief of Creil’s group of structural engineers. Some more of them stood behind her, but the shadows were too deep for him to see their faces.

“Good to see you,” Scott said. “I take it the crisis is over? The airport’s clear?”

“Why are you here?” VanHausen asked.

“I’m fixing up these old wrecks,” Scott said. “Like you were meant to be helping with.”

“We need a vehicle,” VanHausen said.

“Help yourself,” Scott said, waving a hand towards the battered Fiat. “Anything with a strip of cloth tied to the driver’s-side wing mirror is ready to go.”

He could tell something was wrong, and it didn’t take his daughter’s expensive education to know what. The engineers had decided to quit the town. The airport must have been the last straw.

“Show us something larger,” VanHausen said.

“You can look for yourself,” Scott said. “What happened at the airport? Where are the Marines?”

Scott sensed it happening before it did. But these were engineers, not soldiers. As VanHausen’s hand dropped to her belt, he was already diving backwards and behind the nearest, partially demolished wall.

“Take whatever you—” he began, but was cut short by a burst of bullets impacting against stone and brick. He ducked down and turned off his torch. Moving slowly, his feet already ankle deep in water, he edged deeper into the darkness.

Up until now he’d been cursing the lack of proper illumination, but now he was cursing there was any at all. He needed to reach the deeper shadows far away from the garage’s original entrance. The engineers wouldn’t search for long. They’d go, leaving behind nothing but the question of why they were shooting at him in the first place. The gunfire grew louder. Some of it grew nearer. Stone chips splashed into the water along with ricochets and misses. More shots hit stone, then metal, then glass as an unseen windscreen broke.

Inwardly fuming at how a morning’s work was so quickly being undone, he kept moving as the gunfire continued. Foot raised and back bent double, he paused when he heard shouting over the gunfire. It came in French, and he didn’t understand the words, but the tone was angry. The timbre of gunfire changed, the impacts becoming more distant. The shouting continued, even angrier, and even louder than the fusillade.

He moved sideways to the nearest gap in the narrow wall, peering around the already creaking joist barely holding the roof up. He could, just, make out the lights by the entrance. Making out the people was harder, but he thought there were two groups: one by the entrance firing into the garage, another returning fire who then shifted aim, shooting at the lights.

That second group had to be the engineers. Some of the French soldiers had chased these deserters here. He’d be grateful except each miss meant more damage to the already battered motor-fleet, each bullet expended was one that couldn’t be used on the undead, and each minute wasted was one minute more for the horde to get closer. This had to end. He had no idea where his shotgun was, but he had the pistol at his belt. More shots fired into the darkness would make little difference, but he knew what might.

Tearing his clothes, banging his knee, cutting his neck, scraping his elbow, he crawled across the partially submerged rubble. He tried to stay in cover, but as the darkness ahead of him flattened, he realised he was approaching the open. He’d have to sprint, to take the risk, but it wasn’t far to the Fiat. He couldn’t see it, but he remembered roughly where it was.

He braced himself, ready to run, pushed down with his hands, and felt the rubble give way. The floor beneath him collapsed. Water and dirt cascaded around him, into a growing sinkhole above an unseen chamber below. He kicked and rolled, scrabbling for a handhold as the hole grew larger, grabbing a long cable just before he dropped into empty space.

Below, far, far below, water and stones splashed into what had to be a disused sewer. The cable grew taut, and he hauled himself up and onto the crumbling roadway. It was only when he was back on relatively solid ground that the sounds around him came back into focus. Everyone was still shooting. As far as he could tell, they were utterly oblivious to how the garage was collapsing beneath them.

Another roll, and a longer, slower, crawl, and his hand touched rubber. A tyre. He followed the wheel arch until he found a door, then another. He couldn’t see the shooters, but he could hear them, in front.

Quietly, he opened the car door and searched for the ignition, finding a screwdriver instead. It was the Fiat. He turned the screwdriver. Lights inside the car came on, but not the headlamps. A quick twist of the lever and the headlights came on, bathing the small group of engineers in light. Scott dived sideways as Luc Brissard turned, bringing an assault rifle to bear on the Fiat. He didn’t find the trigger before a bullet found him, clipping his skull, sending him sprawling to the ground. The two other engineers lasted no longer, both dying as they stood to run, shot in the back, leaving VanHausen alive and alone.

“Don’t move,” Scott said, having drawn his pistol. “Seriously, don’t. Stay where you are.” He raised his voice. “Whoever’s there, stop shooting. It’s over.”

The sight of the first figure to run into the car’s headlights proved he was correct. It was Starwind. The daughter of Professor Fontayne’s deputy, Claire Moreau, Starwind had taken her name from an anime about teenage vampires protecting the world from evil. She’d taken her mode of dress from the cartoon, too, and her purpose, setting up a watchtower to the east of Creil, protecting the town from the undead.

“Starwind!” Scott said. “You don’t know how good it is to see you. I— Easy on!”

Starwind had stormed over to VanHausen, and slammed her submachine gun into the woman’s back, sending the engineer sprawling to the ground.

“Traitre!” Starwind hissed.

“What’s happening?” Scott said, holstering his gun. “And speak quick, because the floor’s giving way.”

“You are the Australian? The pilot?” a woman asked, stepping into the light. Older than Starwind by at least five years, her hair was cut into a ragged Mohawk. Her expression was furious.

“Scott Higson. And you are?”

“Adrianna,” she said.

“From the watchtower to the west? Bill found you?”

“And helped us escape,” Adrianna said. “Yes. We have much to discuss, but later.”

“Too right,” Scott said. “The floor’s about to collapse.”

Adrianna nodded, and spoke to Starwind in French, then to VanHausen. The engineer shook her head. Whatever she said, it was all Adrianna needed to hear. As Starwind stepped back, Adrianna raised her hunting rifle, and fired, killing the engineer.

“What the hell?” Scott barked.

“She was a traitor,” Starwind said.

“How can you be sure?” Scott said.

“We were trapped,” Adrianna said, slowly and patiently. “If your friends hadn’t arrived, we would be dead. She was working with the enemy, providing them with information using radio, and using the crane as her antenna. By the time we arrived here, she already knew we were coming. VanHausen knew it was over. She knew her comrades had been defeated. But not killed. Not all of them. At least one survived long enough to radio a warning to her.”

“She was working with that bloke, Dernier?” Scott asked.

“And for a woman called Cavalie,” Adrianna said. “Cavalie is the real danger, the true evil stalking my country. There is no time for a trial. And that is what the Assembly would insist upon. No time, and no purpose.”

“C’est vrai,” Starwind said.

“Where’s Bill and the others?” Scott asked.

“They went to Ireland,” Starwind said.

There was a loud creak deeper in the darkness.

“I want to hear more detail than that,” Scott said, “but the floor is giving way. There’s a hole over there, and it sounds like it’s getting bigger. We need to get these vehicles out of here. Anything with some cloth tied to the wing mirror is ready to go. You can drive? Then get to it. Go on.”

Not waiting to see if they’d do as he asked, he climbed into the Fiat. The motor clicked, whirred, and clanked, but the wheels turned. Slowly, he drove up into daylight. Nearly as slowly, he returned to the underground garage, and found more headlights on, and that the bodies were gone.

He guessed they’d been dumped in the hole because any questions asked by the Assembly would lead to unnecessary delays. He didn’t ask, but climbed into the panel van, and drove that up and onto the road.

 

Five hours later, the temperature was dropping as the moon rose above Creil, and over the aboveground car park into which the vehicle-fleet had been driven. There was a knock at the coach’s door. Scott opened it, letting Salman inside.

“Just you two aboard?” the sergeant asked.

“Just us three,” Amber said. “Scott was making me listen to the entire album.”

“Her education is sadly lacking,” Scott said, turning the CD player off. “Did you speak to the professor?”

“And the Assembly,” Salman said. “Or I listened, they yelled. They’re not happy that Bill, Chester, and Sorcha have taken that ATV north, but there’s nothing they can do about it.”

“What about the engineers?” Amber asked.

“No one knows they’re dead,” Salman said. “The general belief is, after giving that false report about an attack at the airfield, they fled. There’s to be a guard on these vehicles tonight. I volunteered us for it.”

“I guess sleeping here will be as comfortable as in a trailer on the island,” Amber said.

“Are we still a go for tomorrow?” Scott asked. “Did they tell you the plan?”

“As punishment, we’re the rear guard, travelling right at the back,” Salman said. “Do you think this coach can make it?”

“To the Pyrenees? Maybe,” Scott said.

“The rendezvous is ninety kilometres east of here, a place called Château-Thierry. Can we make that?”

“Should do,” Scott said.

“Good. We’ll drive this coach, then. Adrianna’s also bringing up the rear. There will be others. Soldiers in military vehicles, so we won’t be travelling alone.”

“You mean we’ve got guards making sure we don’t drive off,” Amber said.

“Hard to say,” Salman said. “I can’t see why they’d care. Empty your bags.”

“Our bags, why?” Scott asked.

Salman opened his. “Ammo. As much as I could carry. We’re leaving a lot behind at the airport, so I’m going to go get us some more. Scott, can you get us some fuel? They’ve got six tankers riding with us, but they’ll be up front. Tell them we need it in case there’s a breakdown. Private, this vehicle is now the property of the US Marine Corps. No unauthorised personnel come aboard. Understand?”

There was another knock at the door.

“It’s Starwind,” Amber said. “Is she authorised?”

“Looks like she’s got dinner,” Scott said.

“Civilians,” Salman muttered, and opened the door.




 

Day 258, 26th November


Chapter 2 - Lost En Route

Creil to Château-Thierry

 

“Absolute right exists,” Starwind said. “And so does absolute wrong. This is why we must have an absolute punishment.”

“But there’s a difference between murder and an execution,” Amber said.

“Death is death,” Starwind said. “And you come from America. You kill people all the time.”

“Not me personally,” Amber said. “And I’m not against the death penalty as such, but there has to be justice, which means laws, which means courts, trials, judges, juries.”

“And what of natural justice?” Starwind replied.

“Strewth, knock it off, you two,” Scott said, opening his eyes. “Can’t a bloke get a bit of shut-eye?”

“Sorry, Scott,” Amber said.

“It is important,” Starwind said.

“You remind me of my daughter,” Scott said. “She and her friends would stay up all night putting the world to rights, but come the next day, the sunrise looked much the same as yesterday’s.”

“Le soleil se lève toujours,” Madame Bensayed said. Scott didn’t know what that meant, but from the way Starwind sullenly folded her arms, he took it to mean the older woman agreed with him. Silence was restored to the interior of the coach as it rumbled eastward.

Madame Bensayed drove the coach. Of all Adrianna’s people, she was the oldest, but she wasn’t old, not by Scott’s reckoning, having only a few years’ advantage on him. Salman Khan rode shotgun, albeit holding his suppressed SA80, in the jump seat next to the doors. Madame Bensayed had spent the trip conversing with the sergeant in a quiet mix of Arabic and Urdu. Scott had travelled widely enough to recognise the languages, though not broadly enough to ever learn either.

The first two rows of passenger seats had been claimed by Amber and Starwind for their impromptu debating society. Scott’s mistake had been taking a pair of seats behind them, with the row on the other side of the aisle occupied by his bag of tools and many bags of spares. Behind him were a swathe of empty seats, and then, clustered near the back of the vehicle, the eight survivors they’d already collected in the hour since leaving Creil. Those eight hadn’t been travelling together, but had broken down a bare two kilometres apart, and less than three kilometres from a panel van. He’d been able to repair the van, but not the cars, and after a few minutes of trying, after Salman had already shot three of the approaching undead, their passengers had been pushed aboard, and the coach had continued heading east.

Ahead, visible through the coach’s wide windscreen, was Adrianna’s up-armoured yellow minibus. Behind them, bringing up the rear and marking the end of the now very extended column, were two French Army PVP armoured cars. To either side were the undead. In fields and front yards, trampling through gardens and traipsing across industrial estates, and always heading towards the road, summoned by the sound of so many vehicles ahead. And the walking corpses were ahead of them, too, often in the road. Scott watched the minibus swerve left, not to avoid the creatures, but so Adrianna could be sure of a solid hit as her sheet-metal plough carved into one of the staggering monsters. That had been why Scott had spent most of the journey, save for when they’d stopped, with his eyes closed.

“Where’s the map?” Scott asked, tearing his gaze away from the gore and broken limbs splattering across the road.

“Here,” Starwind said, tapping her finger against it as she handed it to him. “Nous sommes ici, Trocy-en-Multien.”

“That’s us? So we’re about fifty kilometres from Creil,” he said, measuring the distance with his finger. “And we’ve another forty kilometres to burn before we reach the rendezvous at Château-Thierry.”

“We’re making good time,” Amber said.

“We’re not,” Starwind said. “It is over an hour since we left. And two hours since the column began leaving Creil. Four hours since the scouts departed. We will not reach the Pyrenees until tomorrow.”

“Nope,” Scott said. “But it was always a moon-shot in a microlight that we’d get there tonight. Stay positive. It’ll make as much difference as being negative, but does your soul more good.”

“C’est vrai,” Madame Bensayed said.

“C’est un avis,” Starwind said.

“We’re not taking the most direct of routes, or the widest roads,” Salman said, ending the debate before it could properly begin. “We are making good time. Very good time compared to walking. The ice and snow might be melting, but we’d struggle to make more than twenty kilometres a day out there, while the horde could manage forty. If we’re fifty kilometres from Creil, we’re safe.”

“But not from the zombies ahead,” Starwind said as the minibus swerved again, cleaving through another of the living dead.

“Did your mum clear this road?” Scott asked. “That’s why we’re taking this route, isn’t it? Someone’s already pushed the stalled traffic onto the verge.”

“That was us,” Starwind said. “We did this. We are not far from my watchtower. The professor knows this. It is why she chose this route. We told her that she would need a way to escape Creil. We told her she needed more watchtowers. She didn’t listen to me. She listened to my mother instead.”

“That’s us old folks for you,” Scott said. “We find it hard to take words of wisdom from our children. You did a bonzer job, though, and it looks like you were listened to just in time. The temperature is rising fast, and the thaw will come just as quickly. The ice in the fields on either side is melting. That stretch of ditch is already flooded. This road will be submerged by the weekend, maybe washed away the
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