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Synopsis

 

Whoever wins the election, humanity will lose.

 

Nine months after the outbreak, ten thousand survivors from across the globe have found a refuge on the Welsh island of Anglesey. Hordes of the undead ravage the wastelands of Britain and Ireland. Satellite images show that the rest of the world is no better. Food, fuel, and ammunition are running low and there are no more old-world supplies with which to replace them.

Intended as an alternative to a slide into despotism, an election is called. It is hoped the contest will bring forth solutions to the myriad crises facing this last bastion of humanity. After the favoured candidate is hospitalised, suspicion falls on the new frontrunner, a publican who purchased his support with an impossible promise of a return to the pre-apocalyptic world. With no viable candidate, and no way of calling off the election, those who still have access to a ship plan their departure; others plan to rig the contest; a few give up on all plans for a future beyond tomorrow. Anglesey is on the verge of collapse, and humanity is on the brink of extinction.

 

Set in Belfast, the Isle of Man, and Wales during the run-up to the election on Anglesey, this is the sixth volume of Bill Wright’s journals.
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Prologue - Statement of Authenticity

 

Annette would describe this as a prologue. Kim would say it’s an introduction. I prefer to call it a statement of authenticity. My name is Bartholomew Wright. The story I told about the events leading up to the first election on Anglesey wasn’t the complete truth. It wasn’t a lie, not exactly, but I withheld some key details in the hope of bringing unity to our fracturing community. Only time will tell whether that was a wise act or tragic mistake. The truth should be told, the whole truth, and that is what this account is.

I don’t know when you are reading this, or where, for that matter. Perhaps it is only being read by Daisy, given to her by Annette as an apology for the world that she has inherited. Either way, I should begin with a little explanation of who we were, and what had occurred in the run-up to the election.

 

At the end of September, in the year of the outbreak, Kim and I travelled to Ireland. We went to investigate a walled fifty-acre farm called Elysium, built by the billionaire Lisa Kempton as an apocalyptic retreat. Our interest was in the solar panels, wind turbines, and other irreplaceable equipment Kempton had stored for her people. Kim and I didn’t travel there alone. Will, Lilith, Simon, and Rob came with us. Rob killed the other three. He tried to kill Kim and me. He failed. We confronted him, and he died.

Rob had sunk our boat, and we’d lost our sat-phone, so had no way of communicating with Anglesey, nor an easy way to return. We took refuge in a bungalow. As the number of zombies outside grew, we had no choice but to flee inland and north. As ever, our route was determined by where the undead were fewest. Almost by chance we found another survivor, Phyllis O’Reardon, a local who’d returned to her family home. She was killing the undead, burying all that she slayed. I say we found her almost by chance because O’Reardon had been an employee of Kempton’s, and one of the occupants of Elysium who’d fled when that refuge had been overrun. At the time, we didn’t have any questions we wanted to ask O’Reardon, and she was too consumed by her own demons to come with us. We left her, and continued north, making for a house in the village of Pallaskenry. We’d found the address on a list that Rob had taken from Elysium, and gone there out of sheer curiosity. We found the house empty, though a live-in guardian had previously occupied it. There were few clues as to his identity, though we believed he’d left when someone else arrived at the house. I think that someone else was Sorcha Locke, Kempton’s representative in Ireland, if not on Earth.

From Pallaskenry we headed the short distance to the Shannon Estuary, and followed the coast east towards Limerick. We came to a long line of traffic, the occupants killed by some chemical weapon during the early days of the outbreak. We still don’t know who was responsible, though either that location was chosen by accident, or the real target was the warehouse a few miles further along the coast. The warehouse was a dummy, camouflage for the jetty that ran out into the estuary and at which was moored a giant yacht the size of a cruise ship, called The New World. Ship, jetty, and warehouse all belonged to Kempton. The craft was another part of the billionaire’s plans to survive the end of the world. Her plans failed. The only member of the crew still on board, Captain Tamika Keynes, was undead, but she’d kept a brief audio diary. Her crew had all left, seeking the sanctuary of Elysium. She’d also recorded that Sorcha Locke had reached the ship, but left again, heading to Belfast. The last recording told us that another employee of Kempton’s, Sue Dawson, had reached the ship, and it was in rescuing her that Captain Keynes had become infected.

The New World had a small launch which Kim and I took north. Though we found a few unoccupied islands, we saw no one but the undead until we saw smoke. We found other survivors, though arrived hours too late to save more. They were Colm, a boxer from Belfast; Dean, Lena, and Kallie, three teenagers he’d saved from that city; Siobhan, a police officer from the Irish Republic; and three children, Billy, Charlie, and Tamara.

With the extra weight, we no longer had the fuel to reach Anglesey, so we aimed for Malin Head. There had been a community there, one that Siobhan and Colm had quit, but which had had fuel and sailing ships. Malin Head had been abandoned. We followed the coast east, hoping to be spotted by a ship sailing from Anglesey to Svalbard. Almost out of food and fuel, we arrived in Belfast.

A cruise ship had been sunk in the entrance to the harbour, so we took refuge on a container ship, The John Cabot, anchored just outside the city. We thought it was safe to go ashore to search for food and fuel. We thought we were alone in the city. We were wrong. There was one other person in Belfast, as dangerous and dark a soul as any I’ve ever met.

Kallie was shot and critically wounded. Though we managed to get her back to The John Cabot, we were unable to do much beyond extract the bullet and bandage the wound. Colm, Siobhan, Kim, and I went back into the city. We weren’t hunting for our ambusher, but hoping to find food, fuel, or medical supplies. We split up, and I found the shooter. I killed her.

We found the woman’s lair in a warehouse bearing the same name as that of the building on the Shannon Estuary. The woman had been stockpiling fuel, emptying every vehicle in the city simply to keep a generator running. She’d been killing every survivor who’d found their way to Belfast so she wouldn’t have to share her food. Beneath the warehouse, we found a fallout bunker. It was a small affair with room for a handful of people, but we found a book, a journal of a sort. In it were the words ‘I am Sorcha Locke.’ After that, the line ‘I am alone’ had been copied over and over on every page.

We also found a photograph of a group of ten women and two men, dressed in ballgowns and suits. In the middle was Lisa Kempton. The captain of the ship, Tamika Keynes, was at her side. Behind her was O’Reardon, the woman we’d found digging graves in the southwest of Ireland. Also in the picture was the woman who’d shot Kallie.

There was enough fuel for the launch to reach Anglesey. Kim set out alone. A few hours later, our rescue appeared in the form of a giant icebreaker, the Amundsen. Kim hadn’t needed to depart, because help was already coming to us. Lisa Kempton had her own satellite network. Sholto had gained access to it years before, and regained access soon after we arrived on Anglesey. We’d used those satellites to reconnoitre Elysium before our trip, though we’d failed to spot the undead lurking within the farm’s walls. Sholto had redeployed the satellites over Ireland, and the life raft we’d been using to travel from ship to shore had been seen.

The Amundsen was commanded by Admiral Gunderson, formerly of the USS Harper’s Ferry. Though they rescued us, and proper medical treatment saved Kallie, their primary purpose in coming to Belfast was the plane at the international airport and the fuel tankers that had been parked nearby during the early days of the outbreak. If the tankers still contained fuel, the plane still worked, and the runway could be cleared, the plane would depart for Anglesey. That was a lot of ‘ifs’, but it wasn’t my concern. That was a mission for the U.S. Marines, and for the pilot Scott Higson. My concern was for the election that was due to be held on Anglesey, which would select a cabinet and a new mayor to replace Mary O’Leary. An election that I was meant to be organising, and which should have been taking place at the end of November. The date had been brought forward, the candidates selected, and none of them were ideal. That’s an understatement. From what Sholto had told me, whoever won, humanity would lose.

 




 



Chapter 1 - City of the Dead

14th October, Day 216, Belfast

 

“That’s not a zombie,” Sholto said.

“Are you sure?” I asked, nudging the corpse with the tip of my sword.

“There’s not much I’m certain of in this hellish world, but this, I’d put money on,” Sholto said. It wasn’t the answer I’d wanted.

Sholto and Admiral Gunderson had sailed into Belfast the day before, partly to rescue us, mostly to send a team to the international airport twenty miles west of the city. The runway was covered in debris, but there was one plane, still half in its hanger, which looked airworthy on a satellite image. Getting a plane into the air took a lot more than getting a pilot into close proximity. Today, the team would inspect the fuel tankers parked in an industrial site a few miles to the south. If they still contained enough fuel to get the plane to Anglesey, a route would have to be found from there to the airport. Before the tankers were hot-wired, the runway would have to be inspected and enough debris cleared so the plane could take off. Assuming, of course, that it was still airworthy. It would take at least two days, but more likely three, before the plane was in the air. Until then, we were all stuck in the city. With a surfeit of electricity provided by the icebreaker’s working engines, that was no great hardship for anyone but Kallie who was recovering from a second operation.

We didn’t know much about Sorcha Locke, the woman who’d shot her, except that she worked for Lisa Kempton, a billionaire who’d helped fund the conspiracy that created the undead. Kempton had created apocalyptic refuges across the world, one of which was in Ireland. Locke had fled it and made her way to Belfast. Cue forward a few months, and after she had shot Kallie, I had confronted Locke. I killed her. There’s not much more to be said.

We’d done our best for Kallie with what few medical instruments we could improvise. Our best wasn’t enough. The teenager’s condition had been worsening when Kim had taken the motor launch out to sea, hoping to reach Anglesey. Instead, the icebreaker had found Kim. The admiral, a doctor and former surgeon general of the U.S. Navy, had operated. With proper treatment, sterile sheets, and plentiful blood-donors, Kallie was recovering. Colm, Siobhan, and the other two teenagers, Dean and Lena, and the three children, Tamara, Charlie, and Billy, were luxuriating in electricity and running water. Electric lights didn’t offer much comfort to me. We left a frustrated Annette to watch over Daisy, while Kim, Sholto, and I went ashore. Our primary goal was the warehouse in which Sorcha Locke had taken refuge. I wanted to retrieve the hard drive from the bunker hidden beneath the building. Our other goal, one that was left unspoken, was to confirm whether or not the undead were actually dying. For that, we’d come to Shore Road.

I stared down at the corpse. “Are you sure he wasn’t a zombie?” But even as I said the words, I knew my brother was correct.

Sholto raised a hand to his face, thumb and little finger extended in imitation of an old-fashioned phone. “It’s William of Ockham. He says he’s busy shaving, but as soon as he’s finished, he’ll lend you his razor.”

“Very funny. It’s just that they look so ragged,” I said, stubbornly refusing to abandon the sole ray of light in our dismal world.

“Don’t be fooled by the clothing,” he said. “We didn’t look any better when we emerged from that tunnel in Wales.”

The corpse wore red jeans and a once-white denim jacket, though both were so covered in mud it had taken me a minute to identify the original colour. His right boot was laced with string, his left held on with tape. Strips of the same tape still clung to the jacket’s sleeves. His face was bearded, his hair long and lank, and matted with as much mud as his clothes.

“It was the bullet holes in the chest,” I said. “That’s what first made me think that this man, and all the other corpses,” I added, waving at the scores of bodies nearby, “were the undead.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Kim corrected me without lowering the rifle from her shoulder. “At first you thought these were survivors, gunned down by Locke. It was only when we saw that zombie die that we started to think these might also have been the living dead.”

“They weren’t,” Sholto said. “You see the corpses with their heads staved in? Those are the zombies. The rest are very definitely people. A battle was fought here. Survivors against the living dead. Locke came in at the end to finish off those that were left. I count… nine people and forty-two zombies between that house and that shop. So, figure four times that number in total. About forty people, about two hundred undead.”

“The exact number doesn’t matter,” Kim said.

“No. No, it doesn’t,” I agreed. “Why do you think they fought each other? Why not assume that Locke killed them all?”

“There’s too many,” Sholto said. “Imagine it. Imagine it was you. Look at the number of crushed heads, the number of bullet-riddled bodies. You’d have to carry your rifle in one hand, an iron bar in the other. How do you reload? No, this was a battle.” He shook his head, and began picking his way through the uneven rows of corpses. “As to why they fought? It was a trap. Zombies and survivors were lured here simply so one could kill the other. Then this woman, Locke, killed the rest.”

“Did you know her?” Kim asked, following my brother.

“Who?” he asked.

“Sorcha Locke,” she said.

“No, I didn’t know her,” Sholto said. “I didn’t know of her, either. I’d heard of Captain Keys, though.”

“Keynes,” I said, finally turning my back on the corpses, and following the other two down the street. “Captain Tamika Keynes.”

“What did you hear?” Kim asked.

“That she was an actual captain,” Sholto said. “In the U.S. Coastguard. She had a distinguished record and then a dishonourable discharge. She broke the arms and legs of three fellow officers. All their arms, and all their legs. She wouldn’t say why. They said it was unprovoked. Read into that what you will, because I didn’t have time to dig further. There were too many conspirators, too many leads, none of which led me to the answers I needed, not before it was too late.”

“What else do you know about Captain Keynes?” I asked.

“That Kempton gave her a job running her ship,” Sholto said. “That’s about it. It’s a similar profile for a lot of Kempton’s employees. Not so much waifs and strays in need of a second chance as criminals who were on their last one. There was a programmer I knew. A very good one. I managed to get her a job with Kempton, though without anyone knowing it was me who’d done it. She’d got caught hacking into NORAD. Kempton’s accountant had spent five years in federal prison for tax evasion. Her driver had worked for a Baltimore street gang, and her PR director worked as a speechwriter for the president before last. Like I said, she liked to employ criminals.”

He was trying to lighten the mood, but it was the wrong setting.

“It makes sense, I guess,” Kim said. “If you’re planning for the end of the world, you want to recruit those who can triumph in the face of adversity, but at the same time you want people who owe you everything.” She looked at the carpet of corpses blanketing the road. “Those survivors must have been like Siobhan and Colm. They would have had grand plans to farm and fish, but the undead made it impossible. Out of desperation, they came to the city, hoping to scavenge enough food to survive just one more day. How did Locke lure them here? Music, or the sounds of someone calling for help? Either would have lured the undead, too. I suppose we could look for the sound system, but to what end? No, whoever Locke once was, what she did here tells us who she became. She killed these people, and she shot at us, all so she wouldn’t have to share the city’s supplies. All so she could stretch out her lonely existence for a few more desperate days. Yes, that tells us all we need to know, and it is all we need to need to know, but we might as well get that hard drive anyway. The warehouse is about a mile east and north of here.” She pointed towards the driveway of semi-detached house. “We’ll cut through the back gardens.”

Glass crunched against gravel as she walked up the drive. The ground floor windows were intact, but those on the upper-storey had been shattered. I wasn’t worried about the undead. We’d been talking loudly enough that, if there were any nearby, they would surely have heard us. No, my concern was more for the state of humanity.

I suppose you could say that I’d led a sheltered life before the outbreak. Certainly it was a privileged one, though I’d rarely thought so at the time. I’d had little contact with the worst aspects of our species except through the prism of the news, or the filter of fiction. Crime was a statistic that had to be reduced. Tragedies were events for which a heartfelt statement had to be written. Evil was a philosophical concept best left to the Lords Spiritual. Since the outbreak, I’d gained a far more personal experience of the visceral depths to which people could sink. As I took one last look at the open grave on Shore Road, I realised that people could sink a lot further than I’d yet imagined. All the dead survivors were adults. Where were the children, the old, the sick? When this group came to the city searching for food and sanctuary, they wouldn’t have wandered the streets in one large group. The infirm and the young would have been left in some refuge on the city’s outskirts. Precisely how Locke triggered her trap will remain a mystery, but she had lured the adults to Shore Road, and that meant the rest of the group had been left undefended. Locke would have found them. She would have killed them. Perhaps they were the people who’d taken refuge in Belfast Castle. Perhaps not, perhaps that was another group of survivors the woman had destroyed.

“Bill?” Sholto called.

I turned away for the final time, knowing that even if the undead were dying, it had come far, far too late.

A trellised fence ran along the rear of the back garden. A brighter shade than the fencing at the side of the house, it must have been installed at the tail end of the previous year. Below the fence was a flowerbed from which nothing sprouted except a neat line of withered stems and plastic labels. In the corner, between the garden and the neighbour’s, was a forty-foot-tall oak chestnut. The fence detoured around the trunk, placing it entirely in the neighbour’s garden along with cost of pruning it. At that curving section, the panels already bowed outward, and came free after a few seconds’ work with sword and machete. Beyond lay a row of terraced houses narrower and stockier than the grand home we’d just passed.

“You see the door?” Kim asked.

The lock was broken, and the door was held closed by a length of rope running through the handle of a rusting lawnmower. Kim slung her rifle and took out the tablet. She brought up the photographs of the road map that I’d found on Sorcha Locke’s body, and flipped through the images until she found the right page. “If this is the house I think it is, then we’re a little further south than I thought. Locke marked this house with the annotation ‘CF’. Canned food, do you think?”

“Charlie was hoping the ‘c’ stood for chocolate,” I said, giving the handle of the lawnmower a tap with my sword. The metal rung dully, but loud enough to be heard inside the house. We listened.

“Nothing,” Sholto said, and un-looped the rope. His suppressed SA80 held close to his shoulder, he pushed the door. It swung inward with a creak.

The rope hadn’t held the door completely closed, and I don’t think that was its function but a way for Locke to know whether the undead had forced their way into a house. Months of rain had slackened the rope, allowing the door to swing an inch from the frame. That same rain had found its way inside. The welcome-mat was spotted with white mould that was creeping onto the hall carpet, but hadn’t yet made it into the kitchen.

On the kitchen table was a plastic box, the lid weighted down with a pair of blue ceramic elephants that almost matched the design of a row of mugs on a shelf by the sink. From the trio of marching pachyderms printed on the box itself, I assumed it belonged to the owners. Kim carefully lifted the elephants off.

“CF could be canned food,” she said, looking inside. “There are two tins of pears in juice, a pack of spaghetti, and some herbs.”

“Can’t remember the last time I saw a pear,” I said, putting the tins in my bag.

“Take the spaghetti, too,” Kim said, picking up one of the elephants. “No,” she added, putting it down. “Not yet.”

“Not yet what?” Sholto asked.

“I was thinking of taking the elephants,” Kim said. “One for Daisy, one for Annette, but we’re not at that place yet.”

“Which place?” I asked, closing my bag.

“The one where we collect souvenirs,” she said. “Taking food and clothes and other things we need, that’s one thing. Taking statues? It’s… it’s too soon. It’d feel more like we were grave robbers or something.” She cleared her throat. “So, do we think CF stands for canned food?”

“Probably,” I said. “We’ll check a few more houses on our way. How long do we have?”

“Another hour before we have to call in,” he said. “We can do that when we get to the bunker.”

We left through the front door. The road outside wasn’t empty. Unlike on Shore Road, this zombie was still alive. It squatted motionless by a red post-office van two doors down. The rear wheels were on the road, the front wheels in the driveway almost on top of a fallen moped. I don’t think the zombie had been a driver of either vehicle. It was too small. It had been too young.

Kim sighed a deep and mournful exhalation at the cruel indifference of the virus. She raised her rifle.

“No,” I said, giving a sigh of my own. “If ammo is that scarce, we really shouldn’t.”

The undead child had heard us. It wore dungarees that had once been pink. Probably a girl, though it was hard to be sure. Hair only remained on the right-hand side of her head, and it was chopped short. Not hers, its.

I turned my eyes down, away from its eyes, watched its feet as it staggered closer, listened to its teeth as they snapped up and down. I raised the sword across my body, looked up and saw dead eyes in what, just for a moment, I couldn’t help but imagine was Annette’s face. I hacked the sword down, slicing neatly through bone and brain. The zombie fell.

I sighed again. “Damn this world.”

 

“How bad is the situation with the ammunition?” Kim asked, speaking as a distraction as we walked away from the corpse.

“Not as bad as Markus makes out,” Sholto said, “but it’s not good. Most of the volunteers are life-long civilians. A few have fired a hunting rifle or shotgun before so they know which end to point at the target, but that doesn’t mean they can hit it. George’s training regime requires everyone to fire at least a hundred rounds in practice, with one magazine on fully-automatic so they can get used to the recoil.”

“A hundred rounds? Doesn’t sound like much,” Kim said.

“It adds up when you’ve got a thousand new volunteers,” Sholto said. “Some people can fire a thousand rounds into a barrel of fish and still call themselves an animal lover. It’s not just the ammo expended in practice. There’s no point giving people a rifle if you don’t give them the bullets to go with it. The first time people go ashore, it’s often the first time they’ve ventured into danger since the outbreak. They jump at shadows. When they have a loaded weapon, they shoot at them, too. That’s another few hundred rounds expended, usually to no purpose except some broken windows and an occasional ricochet. No one’s been killed by friendly fire yet, but we’ve had a few minor injuries. That’s more grist for Markus to mill. The key point, though, isn’t how much has been expended, but how much is sitting in ships like the Amundsen, there to resupply the teams ashore. Whether it’s in Dublin, Elysium, or Bangor, that’s ammunition that can’t be quickly reissued to somewhere else.”

“Can we make more?” Kim asked. “I’m sure we can.”

“George has some people looking into it,” Sholto said, “but is that the best way to apply their knowledge? Do we make propellant or do we make fertilizer, because it’s the same people tasked with both. It would be easier if we could find a supply dump. That’s the real reason that Miguel went to Dublin. It wasn’t just about investigating those lights. That they turned out to be people is fantastic news, but it’s the only good news he found. We thought that, with all those European military units flying into the city at the request of the Irish government, they would have left some weapons caches behind.”

“They didn’t?” Kim asked.

“Not that they found,” Sholto said. “Though Miguel came across a ton of discarded casings and spent bullets in some overrun warehouses that someone had tried turning into a fortress. Of course, he burned through a lot of ammunition discovering that. It’s the same with the Marines who cleared out Elysium.”

“Every bullet counts,” Kim murmured. “And Markus has made this part of his election campaign?”

“The cornerstone,” Sholto said. “His slogan is ‘Stay put, stay safe. Save resources, save lives’. He’s preaching isolationism, more or less.”

“What’s the less part?” Kim asked.

“Bangor and Caernarfon. He wants to seal the roads leading into them, then systematically empty the two cities, stockpiling everything that’s there, right down to the bricks. Heather Jones is already doing that, so I think it’s just a sop to gain support from the people in Menai Bridge. It’s the ‘more’ that I’m concerned about. He’s promising a return to the old world. Everything we’ve lost, we can have again. Movies, restaurants, holidays, the whole nine-yards. He’s preaching a paradise there for the taking, but only if we stay on the island. The contradiction is staggering, but it’s also beguiling.”

“Save resources, save lives? Save our lives,” Kim said, “and let everyone else who might be out there, all the Tamaras, Billys, and Charlies, die.”

“Yep,” Sholto said, “and if you were our candidate, that’s precisely what I’d tell you to say.”

“Tell us again,” Kim said. “How did the election all go so wrong?”

“I wouldn’t say that it has,” Sholto said. “Not yet. We’ve still got another couple of weeks until the event. That’s a long time in politics, right, little brother?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes.”

I threw a glance back down the road, but could no longer see the body of the child. Part of me wanted to bury the undead girl, but I knew that, once I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop. It would be one corpse, and then the next, and then I’d end up like the gravedigger we’d found in the Irish southwest. Her name was Phyllis O’Reardon, and she’d been another one of Lisa Kempton’s followers. We’d only spent a few minutes with her, but she was utterly insane. She’d escaped from Elysium, Kempton’s apocalyptic retreat in Ireland, and returned to her family home. There, O’Reardon had stayed, killing the undead, and burying them in shallow graves. Even with her as a cautionary lesson, I could imagine myself doing the exact same thing. I forced my feet on, one after another, following Kim and Sholto away from the dead child.

“You know what I mean,” Kim said. “How did we end up with such terrible candidates? And no smart remarks about how all candidates are terrible or anything like that.”

“Okay,” Sholto said. “The short answer is that I underestimated Markus. He’s not as clever as he thinks he is, but he’s a little cannier than I gave him credit for. I think he’s been planning for this since Mary first announced there’d be an election, back before we arrived on Anglesey.”

“What was meant to happen?” Kim asked.

“There are eleven positions that’ll be contested,” Sholto said. “Ten cabinet posts and one mayor. The cabinet positions were divided up among Sophia Augusto, Mister Mills, Heather Jones, Dr Knight, Leon, and all the other leaders of the larger factions. That way we didn’t have them all contesting one single position. It’s continuity,” he added a little defensively.

“If they’re standing for the cabinet posts, they can’t run for mayor,” I said. “Didn’t you have a contender for the top job?”

“I did,” he said. “It was meant to be Kim, and the election wasn’t meant to be until the end of November. I think Markus must have guessed the first. He publicly demanded to know why we were waiting. It was a valid question, and one I couldn’t answer with the truth. He got other people to ask the same question, and at the same time. It was a demonstration close to being a riot. The election was brought forward to November first. Therein lay the problem. Candidates had to submit their nominations in person. That was another one of the rules you wrote in, Bill, and with both of you in Ireland, Kim couldn’t stand.”

“Believe me that we’re going to circle back to why you thought I wanted to be the leader,” Kim said, “but why couldn’t you put your own name forward?”

“Because I was left organising the damn thing,” Sholto said. “That was another one of your rules, wasn’t it, little brother. The guy planning it couldn’t be a candidate. Anyway, I suggested Markus run for a cabinet post, Minister of Culture and Entertainment. I thought that was a nicely vague position that would give him the illusion of power while not giving him any responsibilities. He said that he was happy being a bartender.”

“You believed him? That should have set alarm bells ringing,” Kim said.

“It might have done if I hadn’t been sifting through hundreds of nomination papers,” Sholto said. “Four hundred and sixty-two, to be precise. Again, that was Markus’s doing. He got everyone he could to nominate themselves for mayor.”

“Why?” Kim asked.

“To make sure that nominations were closed early,” Sholto said. “He was worried that either you’d return, or that I’d figure out what he was up to. We announced that the nominations were going to close. Markus put his own papers in a few minutes before they did. About an hour later, the other candidates began to drop out and publicly endorse Markus. These are people who’ve spent the last six months on their boats, avoiding work and danger. They’d get their own vote, and probably no one else’s. That didn’t matter. It was the optics of them, one by one, publicly endorsing Markus. What he did next, I’ll admit, was clever. He’d had dummy candidates stand for the cabinet posts. He told them to drop out as well. Then he and they publicly endorsed Mister Mills, Sophia, Dr Knight, and the rest.”

“He took control of the narrative,” I said.

“Precisely,” Sholto said. “And since we haven’t codified which powers lie with the cabinet and which with the mayor, if he wins, he can circumvent the others. Now, you asked why he got all those people to stand, a better question is how. They had to paid off with something, and all he’s got to offer is beer and promises, and he’s got to be running out of the former.”

“It sounds like a mess,” Kim said. “But you must have had a candidate.”

“Donnie O’Leary,” Sholto said. “He’s got the right name, the right support. He’s likeable, young. Ordinarily I’d say too young, but people would know that Mary and George would be guiding him every step of the way. He would have represented continuity, confirmation that the mayor was a figurehead, and that power would be spread across all the cabinet rather than just the person sitting at the table’s head.”

“Why’s Donnie not standing?” Kim asked.

“He took a tumble on one of the grain ships,” Sholto said. “Ended up in the hospital with a concussion and a fractured skull.”

“You think it was deliberate?” Kim asked.

“I’m certain of it. Captain Devine couldn’t find a single piece of evidence,” Sholto said. “Not one fingerprint or grease stain on that ladder, not even Donnie’s. You know what that tells me? Someone tidied up after themselves. You don’t do that if it’s an accident. Can’t prove it, of course. More importantly, we can’t prove it was Markus.”

“Which leaves three candidates,” Kim said.

“Right. Markus, Bishop, and Dr Umbert,” Sholto said.

“I met Umbert,” Kim said. “You did, too, Bill. Remember the psychiatrist who helped look after Daisy.”

“Sure. Seemed… stuffy,” I said. “Overly fond of his qualifications. Not a politician at all.”

“He’ll do for now,” Sholto said. “He’ll have to.”

“Who’s Bishop?” Kim asked.

“That’s not his real name,” Sholto said. “He’s one of the group on Willow Farm.”

“The pacifists?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t call them that,” Sholto said. “Not anymore. If I had to pick a word, I’d chose fundamentalists, though he’s picking the fundamentals from any religion that takes his fancy. Peter Bishop isn’t the name he arrived on the island with. As far as I can tell, that was James Harrison, and he listed his original home as being in Sunderland.”

“He didn’t exactly stretch himself coming up with a new name,” I said.

“Well, he’s not our problem. He’ll get the vote of the people on his farm, and no one else.”

“I went to Willow Farm,” I said. “As far as the gate, anyway. It’s the place near the house David Llewellyn had, the one in which he was murdered by Paul. There were only a few dozen people on that farm.”

“There’s a few hundred now,” Sholto said. “Hard to be sure precisely how many as few of them ever come out again, except for the couple of dozens who take out one of their two boats. They claim a grain ration for two hundred, but say they have twice that number who are living on what they grow. Willow Farm is going to be a problem, one we’ll have to deal with next month. This month, our problem is Markus.”

“Can Dr Umbert beat him?” I asked.

“He doesn’t need to,” Sholto said. “There’s one polling place, and I’m the one who printed the ballots.”

“You’re going to rig it?” Kim asked.

“I’d say this is too important not to,” Sholto said.

“Okay, look, I don’t want Markus to win,” I said, “but there’s not much point having an election if we’re going to pick the winner. That’s a travesty, the worst part of a—”

“Shh!” Sholto hissed, but it was too late. We’d spoken too loudly. The zombie had heard us before we’d seen it.

The creature was an adult, male, broad-shouldered and abnormally long-armed. At least, the one arm it still had was longer than average. It hung low, the claw-like fingers almost level with its knee as it swung in a pendulous twenty-degree arc. The arm had to be dislocated, and probably broken in at least two places. The other arm was missing somewhere above the elbow. The ragged remains of a waxed shooting jacket hid the gory stump. Nothing could hide the savage hole in its cheek.

Teeth snapping, arm swinging, it staggered out of the smoke-blackened ruins of a burned-out house. The creature stumbled on the broken tiles that had fallen from the collapsed roof, but kept its footing as it lurched towards us.

There was a soft hiss from the rifle as Kim fired. The bullet smashed through the zombie’s face. It fell, collapsing onto the shattered bricks and fractured tiles with a clatter that rang far louder than the gunshot.

“Not much point saving bullets if we’re going to end up running a dictatorship,” Kim said. “And not much point going back if the alternative is ending up like Donnie.” Fury radiated from her, and I felt the same. It wasn’t directed at Sholto, not exactly and not entirely.

“I won’t say that what I did before the outbreak was rigging an election,” I said.

“Because you stuffed the deck,” Sholto said before I could continue. “You picked the candidates, and I did the same.”

“I didn’t actually rig any election,” I continued.

“No?” he interrupted again. “What about the by-election in Dorking? I sent you those emails, and you had a word with the Tory candidate, didn’t you? You got him to drop out a week before polling day. What did he say the reason was? A heart condition? How’s that not rigging an election?”

“That’s not the same as—”

“Quiet,” Kim said. “Please. Let’s just… just… just get to the warehouse.”

 




 


Chapter 2 - Congregation

 

It took another hour, mostly due to the undead. We came across three small packs, each clustered in familiar roads. They had to have followed us during our trips to collect the fuel from the warehouse. We fought the first two, but skirted round the third group, and ended up almost lost in the warren of close-packed residential streets before we found the building.

“Be quick,” Kim said, pushing the door to the warehouse closed.

“I will,” Sholto said, taking out his torch. “It’s down there?”

The hatch to the bunker was open, just as we’d left it. The warehouse was much the same. We’d already picked through the bric-a-brac that Locke had collected, and discounted most of it as worthless. I went upstairs to the rooms that overlooked the road. Kim followed.

“I think we’ve ten minutes,” I said as a zombie lurched along the street outside. It was moving quickly, or quickly for the undead, but I don’t think it had seen where we’d gone. Another appeared from the ruins of a fire-ravaged building a little further to the east. “Maybe five.” I stepped away from the window.

Kim reached for the sat-phone we’d brought with us from the ship. “Better call in,” she said. “We should have done it half an hour ago.” She pressed dial, and I turned away, barely listening as she gave a brief report to the American sailor on duty. She put the phone away and came to join me at the window.

“Remember the last time we were here and all we had to worry about was Kallie bleeding to death?” She sighed. “This election, Bill. If Markus wins—”

“You heard Sholto. Markus won’t win.”

“You sound bitter,” she said.

“I am. Bitter, frustrated, angry at myself as much as anyone else. When Mary asked me to organise the election, I didn’t see it as an opportunity to elect a new leader. It was meant to be a chance for the community to come together. We’d give an official mandate to those people already running the island. It would provide a framework around which a state could be constructed. This election would give us a stopgap government while we took stock of our lives, counted heads, discarded who we were, and worked out who we wanted to become. We’d spend the next couple of years debating taxes and laws, whether we’d need a dedicated fire service, and what subjects should be taught in school. The structure was important, not the candidates, certainly not the race. The mayor was just meant to be a figurehead. I thought that Mary and George would stay on in some advisory capacity, and most of the work would be done by the cabinet. Most importantly, I thought that the decisions would be taken slowly. Of course, it wouldn’t be democratic, not in the way we idealise the concept, but it would be fair and free, and thus the opposite of the future that Quigley wanted.”

“You saw it as a foundation,” Kim said, “a precedent for the future, rather than a president for the present? You had a dream of the great and wise gathering in the market square to debate a constitution that’s unwritten and un-thought, but others had their own dreams. So what do we do if Markus wins?”

“He won’t,” I said. “If Sholto can rig a U.S. presidential election, he can engineer this one.”

“Except that Markus has won so far, hasn’t he?” Kim said. “He’s outmanoeuvred your brother, and Markus’s scheming won’t have stopped there. As I see it, that makes it fifty-fifty that he’ll win. But, okay, what if he doesn’t? What if Umbert wins and turns out to be just as bad? We need a plan.”

“You mean we need a destination,” I said.

“Pretty much,” she said. “When I left Belfast, when I was alone on that launch heading towards Wales, I had my own vision of the future. Mine was a world in which the undead were dying and the entire planet was ours. We could go anywhere. Absolutely anywhere. I’ve felt like that before, it comes in a sweeping wave, a desire just to get away. This time was different. This time, I knew that, though we could go anywhere, wherever we went, we’d never leave. It would have to become our home. There are ten thousand people left in our little corner of the world. How many left on the planet? Twenty thousand? Thirty? I imagined us sailing into an isolated harbour and, before I set foot on land, I threw my rifle into the sea. It was a nice vision, until I remembered Siobhan. Even without the undead, her group wouldn’t have survived the winter.”

“Even without the undead,” I echoed, “but the undead are still a problem, and might be for months to come.”

“Maybe longer,” Kim said, picking up a dusty DVD from the stack by the equally dusty television. “I suppose, wherever we go, we might manage to rig up a wind turbine to a car battery. We could watch old movies on special occasions, but would we want to? Would we really want that vivid a reminder of all we’ve lost? I was talking to some of the sailors on the ship. People have been leaving Anglesey. Boats go out, they don’t return. No one really notices because, for the most part, these are people that never really came ashore. If we left, people would notice, and some would follow our lead. We’d scatter to the four winds, and form our little communities, our little countries. We’d each hold onto our own little pieces of knowledge but forget so much more. The Dark Age will come, but if it’s going to come anyway, let’s not waste our lives trying to hold back the night. Let’s go and enjoy as much of it as we can, as best as we can, somewhere we don’t have to fight and kill just to get by.”

“If Markus wins,” I said.

“Maybe even if he doesn’t,” Kim said. “We need a good farm, with good land. Is Anglesey the best place for that? Like I said, we can leave, but wherever we end up, that will be as far as we and our children will ever get. But if we don’t leave soon, we’ll never have the chance again. It’ll be Anglesey for the rest of our lives, and that wasn’t your dream, Bill. I don’t think it’s mine. There’s… there’s something I—”

“Got it!” Sholto called from below. I looked at Kim, wondering if she’d continue.

“It’s something to think about,” she said instead. “Two zombies out there. Looks like they’ve stopped moving.” She left the room and headed to the stairs.

I followed, but hadn’t reached the bottom before Kim had opened the warehouse door and stepped outside.

“Everything all right?” Sholto asked.

“Just trying to plan for the future,” I said. “Have you got the hard drive?”

He tapped his bag. “Odd design, that bunker,” he said. “I’d say it was a hasty piece of work. I’m not entirely sure how much radiation it would have stopped.”

“It hardly matters, does it?” I asked, going outside. Kim stood level with the front wall, rifle raised. She fired. Once. Twice. I saw the first zombie drop, but not the second; it was obscured by the angle of the building. Kim began to lower her rifle, then raised it and fired again. I hadn’t seen the third zombie at all.

“More coming,” she said. “At least two, probably more behind. You want to hurry it up?”

I pulled the door closed. I didn’t think we’d return, but left the key in the lock anyway. Experience has taught me that you never know when you might need a refuge.

 

We took a circuitous route back to the harbour, avoiding the roads we’d used to get to the warehouse, but one house is much like another, one street the same as the last. Some buildings were burned out, some trees blown over, some windows broken, some roads occupied by the undead.

I swung the sword savagely down, slicing through bone and tendon. Black blood oozed from the out-held stump as the zombie’s forearm fell to the ground. It staggered forward and I stepped back, bringing the sword up. I lunged, spearing the bulbous blade straight at its face. The point pierced the skin between its eyes. I grabbed the pommel with my left hand and pushed as the zombie lurched forward. Bone cracked. I twisted the blade, destroying its diseased brain. It fell. I looked for another threat, but there
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