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Synopsis

 

Anglesey became a refuge for survivors from across the world, but living in the shadow of a decrepit nuclear power station was always a precarious existence. There is only one destination for their final exodus from Britain, but Belfast won’t become their new home.

There are fewer undead on the island of Ireland, but their numbers still count in the millions. With farming impossible, with the weather worsening, with ammunition exhausted, desperation turns to despair. All seems bleak, but the survivors don’t know how truly desperate their situation is.

During the chaos that ensued after the calamitous election, they misjudged the evidence. Their true enemy is still among them, and that enemy is about to act.

 

Set nine months after the outbreak, in Britain and the island of Ireland, when humanity is at a crossroads. Either all will survive, or our species will die.
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The Story So Far

11th November, Anglesey, Day 243

 

“No, Daisy,” Annette said, “I need that pen. And that’s my notebook. It’s not for colouring. Look, here. This is your book, and this is your pen.”

“Cray’n,” Daisy said.

“Yes, okay, it’s a crayon not a pen, but it’s a nice crayon. It’s bright yellow, see. You like yellow. Okay? So you draw a nice picture for Mary, while I write this down for you. I’ve been going through Bill’s notes and he’s not published everything that he’s written, and not written everything that’s happened. Some of the things he puts into the newssheet are almost made up. It’s important you know what’s really happened, Daisy.”

Daisy looked up at the sound of her name.

“Yes,” Annette said. “When you’re older, you need to know what’s happened. You’ll need to understand. So, where should I start?”

“Star,” Daisy parroted. Then she pointed out the window of the small room in the eaves of the terraced house in Holyhead, but the evening sky was covered in clouds.

“Bill thinks this all began years and years ago,” Annette said. “Sholto thinks it began the first time one person hit another with a rock, but I think he was making a joke.”

Daisy grinned.

“Yeah, his jokes aren’t that funny, are they? Kim says it began with the outbreak on the 20th February, but I think we have to go back a bit further. Bill and Sholto are brothers born about twelve years apart, though neither will tell me exactly when. Some people are weird about their ages, aren’t they? I mean, they know how old you and I are. Let’s see… Their father worked for the British government as a sort of spy. He came back from a… a mission and…” And Annette hesitated, uncertain how much of the truth should be told. “And their dad died. Their mum, too. There was a fire. Sholto wasn’t at home, but he saw the fire and he thought Bill had died. He hadn’t. He’d been taken from the house by Quigley.”

“Hiss,” Daisy said.

Annette grinned. That was something she’d taught Daisy to say whenever the evil politician’s name was mentioned. Actually, she’d tried to teach her adoptive-sister to hiss rather than just say the word, but it was close enough.

“That’s right, hiss,” Annette said. “Sholto thought Bill was dead, and so he ran away. He… he had some adventures and ended up in the United States. There, he got a job in politics. About ten years ago…” She hesitated. “Wait, I think it was a bit less. Maybe seven. We’ll have to check. Anyway, he learned that Bill was alive. He’d been taken in by Lord Masterton and had grown up with his daughter, Jen.”

“Hiss?” Daisy asked.

“I’m not sure,” Annette said. “But probably. Bill had a job and seemed happy so Sholto kept his distance. He kept an eye on him, though. As Bill was working in politics, too, Sholto sent him information that would help him in his job. I’m not too sure what kind of information. I don’t think that’s important because Sholto had also discovered that Quigley and some American politicians were planning to take over the world. I mean, literally take it all except for the parts they were going to destroy. They had this idea for creating a super-vaccine to cure all the world’s major diseases, which is stupid when you think about it. It’s even worse when you realise they basically had one proper scientist working on it, Dr Singh. Anyway, they weren’t going to give this to anyone for free. They were going to make the world pay. Kim thinks they were going to release lots of viruses everywhere, get everyone infected so they had to get the vaccine. If they didn’t go along with what Quigley wanted, they’d be left to die, or destroyed with nuclear bombs. That part of the plan was called Prometheus, the other part, the vaccine, that didn’t work. It turned people into zombies.”

Daisy stopped colouring. She knew that word.

“It’s okay, Daze, we’re safe here,” Annette said. “Anyway, I’m getting ahead of myself a bit. Sholto rigged the last American election so a friend of his became president. Sholto thought that would be a way to stop all of this. Except it didn’t. Quigley and his people brought forward their plans before the vaccine was ready. Not that I think it would ever have worked,” she added. “No one does. Not even Rahinder, Dr Singh’s brother.”

“Blue,” Daisy said, holding out the yellow crayon. “Blue.”

“For the sky? Okay. Here. So, where was I. Oh, yeah, the demonstration in New York. There were lots of politicians there. Not just from Britain and America, but from France and China and India and places. When they saw the patients turn into zombies, they ran. Well, actually, they flew because they all had their own planes. That’s how the virus got everywhere so fast. It wasn’t just the politicians, because the zombies kept infecting other people, too. Other passengers and other pilots. It spread throughout Manhattan, and anyone who could get on a plane or boat escaped and took the virus with them. The thing is, though, Daisy, they could have stopped it.”

Daisy paused in her colouring and looked up.

“Yeah,” Annette said. “They could have stopped it, but those politicians, they tried to use the chaos to get power. I mean, everyone agrees on that. The zombies aren’t hard to stop if you have guns, and everyone in the United States had at least one for each hand, and one spare. I mean, sure, the first time you see one, it’s terrifying.” She shuddered. “That was just before I found you. That first time, you don’t think it’s real. You don’t think it’s happening. But…” She shook her head. “Anyway, back in New York, they could have stopped it because the demonstration was on this big island called Manhattan. But the politicians sent all the police and soldiers away. They let it spread, you see. That’s the kind of people they were. Maybe it was too late, anyway.”

“Green,” Daisy said, holding out the blue crayon.

Annette handed her a new crayon. “But that brings us to Britain. You remember how Bill broke his leg on the day of the outbreak.”

Daisy giggled.

“The way he walks isn’t that funny,” Annette said. “And you shouldn’t laugh at him. But, yeah, as word of the zombies spread across the news and social media, everyone panicked. Bill got pushed down some stairs and broke his leg. When he woke up in hospital three days later, the world was on fire. He went home to his flat, and he came up with a plan. An evacuation plan.”

“Hiss,” Daisy said.

“No, not this time,” Annette said, “because Bill’s plan would actually have worked. They were going to empty the cities to the coast, and then move people to walled farms. Except Quigley—”

“Hiss!” Daisy said.

“Yep. Definitely hiss,” Annette said. “Quigley decided to…” She paused, but while there were some things it was best not to say, there were others it was impossible to avoid. “He decided to kill all the evacuees. Reduce the total population of Britain so there was less food to share out. The important thing you have to remember is that Bill tried to save everyone. Okay? Remember that.”

Daisy gave a puzzled nod.

“Right. So, most of the people who survived are like you, people who didn’t go on the evacuation. I… I got lost. That’s how come I ended up in Croydon and found you. We were okay, though, weren’t we? I mean, there were some bad times, but we got through it. We didn’t need Bill and Kim to rescue us, though I think it’s good that they did. Good for them, I mean. No, they weren’t doing as well as we were.”

“No,” Daisy parroted, not looking up from the sheet of paper where she was colouring the sky green.

“After Bill got out of London, he found an old abbey in Hampshire. I think he was lonely there, on his own, so he went out looking for other people. That’s how he ended up at a big house near Stonehenge. That’s where he found Kim. She was being kept prisoner there by this soldier called Cannock and a neighbour of hers, Sanders. And those two are a big old pile of hiss. Bill rescued Kim, but I think Kim rescued Bill, too, in a way. And on their way back to the abbey, they met us. That was pretty cool. Do you remember the car showroom? Yeah. That was nice. Up until we met Barrett and the others.”

Daisy’s face fell.

“It’s okay,” Annette said. “It all worked out okay. But they kidnapped us, didn’t they? That was my fault. I didn’t realise that, after all that had happened, people could still be evil. So, they took us, and the boat, and sailed up the Thames, leaving Kim and Bill for dead. But they weren’t dead. They followed. They were near this place called Lenham Hill. That’s the location of the lab where the virus was created. They thought there’d be a store of fuel and stuff there, so that’s where they went, and that’s where they met Sholto.”

“Thad,” Daisy said.

“Yep, Thaddeus. He’d sent this message to Bill after the outbreak, basically telling him what was going on and where to meet, but Bill hadn’t read it. You know how he gets? Anyway, that’s where they met. The three of them followed us down the Thames, rescued us and then we went north. We drove until we ran out of petrol, then we continued on bikes, on our way to Wales. Do you remember the beach?”

“Each,” Daisy said, pointing at her picture.

“That’s what you’re drawing? Cool. So Sholto had sailed over from America, and he’d been rescued at sea by Mister Mills and everyone. All we had to do was get to this beach in Wales, and we’d be safe. That’s how come we were travelling through Britain when we first saw the horde. We had to hide in a tunnel, and… and we almost died, but we didn’t. It was terrible what the zombies had done. There wasn’t even a blade of grass left.”

“Grass,” Daisy said pointing to the red scribble.

“I thought that was meant to be a beach.”

“Be’ch grass,” Daisy said.

“Fair enough,” Annette said. “But we got to Wales. We got to the beach. That’s where we met George and Donnie, Leon and Francois, and Dr Knight. And it’s where we learned about Anglesey, and how Mary and George were sort of running it. How all those people who’d fled the Americas and Africa and Europe by sea had ended up gathering here on this island. Well, okay, not all. Only about ten thousand, but that’s still a lot. It’s more than we’ve found anywhere else on the planet. While we found that out, Bill learned that Quigley was still alive, and had taken over Lord Masterton’s mansion in Northumberland. He and Sholto went north and killed Quigley, and then they came here. And that’s when we learned that it was all a terrible mistake, how the virus was meant to be a vaccine. You see, we know that, not just from what Sholto discovered and what Quigley told Bill, but we know it from Dr Singh himself. He’s the scientist who created it, and he’s here. Well, his body is here, but I’m not sure where his mind is. The weight of all the deaths drove him mad, that’s what his brother, Rahinder says. You like Rahinder, don’t you? You know that he knew George before the outbreak? That’s another story, though.”

“Story?” Daisy asked, reaching for the picture book next to her colouring pad.

“In a moment,” Annette said. “This story comes first. Things here were… they were okay, I guess. I don’t know. It was the first time since the outbreak I’d had time to really stop and… and think. It was all a bit… well, I won’t say I ran away, but when they said they were sending a ship to Svalbard, I went with them. Kim came, too. I guess she needed some time to herself just as much as me. We found oil up in Svalbard. Lots of it. And we found some people there, and a lot of ice. There’s not really much more to say. On Anglesey, though, that’s where the action was. The Harper’s Ferry arrived with the admiral and her people, and there was a murder. Paul was the killer, but it was Rachel Gottlieb who was behind it. We didn’t know that at the time. She worked in the pub. When Bill confronted Paul, Paul ran. Rachel shot him. There was a trial, of course, but only after we’d found some people to be judges. Rachel was found not guilty because everyone knew that Paul was a murderer. Except… why had Rachel wanted Mr Llewellyn murdered? I dunno. Anyway, it’s not important. Sholto had gained access to three satellites.”

Daisy pointed to the ceiling.

“That’s it, the satellites. They’d belonged to Lisa Kempton. She was this billionaire who funded the conspiracy. With the satellites, we were able to see what had happened to a bit of the world. Kempton also had this mansion over in Ireland called Elysium. It’s right on the southwestern tip of the island, and it has wind turbines and solar panels, and some farmland. Bill and Kim went over by boat to take a look. Rob was one of the people who went with them, and he tried to kill Bill and Kim, but you know those two. No one can stop Kim.”

“Mum,” Daisy said.

Annette frowned. “I guess. I suppose. Maybe. Anyway. They… they dealt with Rob, and then travelled north. There’s not much to say about that, except that they discovered Ireland was much the same as Britain. In Elysium, they found a list of addresses, and one of them was for a place near the Shannon Estuary. That’s where they found Kempton’s ship, The New World. It had this little motor launch, so they took that and followed the coast. They were near Connemara, which are some islands about two-thirds of the way up, when they found Colm and Siobhan, Dean, Lena, and Kallie, Tamara, Billie, and Charlie. Remember them?”

Daisy resumed colouring.

“You liked Tamara. She’s okay, for a kid. So, all of them kept following the coast basically until they got to Belfast where they ran out of fuel. They were looking for more fuel, and more food, when Kallie was shot. They thought it was Sorcha Locke, she was Kempton’s deputy. But it wasn’t. It was… actually, I’m not really sure we know exactly who it was. That’s not important. They found some fuel, and Kim set off to return here, and that’s where we rescued her. You remember that? When we were on the Amundsen, and we went over to Ireland?

Daisy frowned.

“Right. We all came back to Anglesey. Oh, but not before they found a plane. They brought the plane back over here. Scott Higson flew it. You remember Mr Higson?”

“Read,” Daisy said.

“Okay, so you remember how he baked bread. Yeah, he’s okay, Mr Higson. Anyway, that’s sort of when it all went a bit wrong. Mrs O’Leary had said there was going to be an election. The trouble was that there weren’t any proper candidates. Sholto had wanted Kim to stand but she was in Ireland. He tried to get Donnie to be a candidate, but Donnie fell from a ladder on one of the grain ships and hit his head. Well, actually, he can’t remember anything that happened that day so we’re not really sure what happened. He was inspecting the grain, and a lot of it was ruined. But I’ll get to that. So, the election came down to Markus, Bishop, and Dr Umbert. You remember Dr Umbert?”

Daisy gave a nod.

“He was nice, but he died on the Isle of Man. Bishop was mad. Turns out he was working for Rachel, and that she was trying to take over. She wanted Markus to win so she could rule through him. Bishop kidnapped Bill and Lorraine, but they escaped and killed him. Then they went to confront Rachel, and she died. I… I’m not sure who killed her. Anyway. That’s about it. The election sort of happened. Mary was re-elected, and they chose some ministers, like Dr Knight and Leo Fenwick, but it’s basically Bill who’s running things now.”

“Da?” Daisy said.

“Yeah, I suppose,” Annette said. “And I guess it’s for the best that he’s in charge. I mean, he knows a lot about government and stuff. But the election didn’t really bring us together. We realised we’d not as much food as before. Oh, and that the power plant is falling apart so we have to leave Anglesey. Hmm. You know, it’s weird. Looking back on it all, I’m not… it’s not a complete story, is it? There are bits that are missing. Bits to do with Rachel and Bishop. I mean, we think we caught all their followers, but there’s stuff that doesn’t really make sense, like destroying the grain. Maybe it was just an accident. But if it wasn’t, why would Rachel have done it? And why attack Donnie but not kill him. Weird. I suppose those are things we’ll never know the answer to. Okay, so what’s left?”

“Boat,” Daisy said, pointing at her drawing.

“Oh, yeah. Rob came from a town called Penrith. There were a couple of other survivors from there: Nilda and her son Jay. They got separated because of Rob. Rob said that Jay was dead. Nilda believed him and sort of wandered around Scotland for a bit before ending up in the sea. That’s where Kim and I found her on our way back from Svalbard. Nilda was walking through Anglesey, and guess who she sees? Rob. And guess what he has in his hands? The sword Nilda had given to her son. She almost killed Rob. Anyway, Nilda went off into the wasteland to look for her son with this guy Chester. And guess what, Chester sort of met Bill a long time ago, not long after the outbreak. They were trapped in different houses on the same street, trying to communicate with each other using bits of paper stuck to the window. Bill wrote about that in his journal, though, so you can read it there. The thing is, that we thought Chester and Nilda were dead. But they weren’t. When they got to Nilda’s old house in Penrith, they found that Jay had left a note for her saying he was going to London. They were going to meet in a place where Nilda had met Jay’s father. I’m not sure where that is. Anyway, Jay was in London, and so were other people. They’ve been living in the Tower of London. Here’s the thing; Bran actually met Jay out in the wasteland. You know Bran. He’s nice.”

Daisy shook her head.

“Okay, he’s sort of stern and standoffish. Kim says that’s because he’s from Yorkshire. You know, I think that was a joke, too. Hers aren’t much funnier than Sholto’s. Anyway, Bran was wandering the wasteland looking for survivors and he came across Jay with this soldier, Tuck. We didn’t know this until last week. When Bran told us, I sort of put two and two together and moved the satellites over London. Okay, Mirabelle and Ken helped a bit, but I did most of the work. We found a message on the roof of the Tower of London addressed to Mr Tull. That’s why George and Lorraine took a boat down to London to go and see. They found Nilda, Jay, Chester, and about a hundred others. It’s a smaller world now than ever before, that’s what Sholto says.”

“No,” Daisy said.

“Maybe not,” Annette said. “Anyway, George is in London now. So… so that’s more or less who we are and where we are. I’m not too sure what’s going to happen now. We’ve got to turn the nuclear power station off before the 7th January, but Bill wants us all in Belfast before Christmas. It’ll be weird living without lights again. Everyone thinks it’ll be temporary, that we’ll go from Belfast to somewhere else, to make a new home. It’ll be like Anglesey, but better. I dunno. I mean, you and I, we saw a lot of England and Wales, didn’t we? I don’t think there’s anywhere better than this.”

Daisy held out her drawing.

“For me? Thank you,” Annette said.

Daisy held out her hand.

“What? Oh, you want to trade.” Annette looked down at the still blank notebook next to her capped pen. “Sorry, I was sort of thinking aloud. I haven’t started writing yet. Okay.” She picked up the pen. “So… so what did I just say?”




 



Prologue - The Two Responsible

11th November, Anglesey, Day 243

 

The woman slowly turned the handle of the mill, methodically turning grain into flour while her eyes watched the late afternoon rain drizzling against the window. Theirs was a small cottage near Anglesey airport. There were far grander homes, far closer to the centre of their new government, but they had wanted seclusion. The cottage was the only property on a narrow track off a winding road that was scarcely used, though they could see the runway from their rear garden. From her seat at the kitchen table, she could see out of the window for four hundred metres down the potholed track. So she saw the figure approach long before he reached the door.

“You’re early,” she said as the door opened.

“And a good afternoon to you,” he said, taking another look outside before closing the door. He crossed to the window, staring down the winding lane that led to the cottage.

“You’re dripping water on my floor,” she said.

“I’m just making sure I wasn’t followed,” he said.

“And who do you think would have followed you?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s why I’m looking.”

“There’s no one,” she said. “No one knows what we have done. They blame Rachel and Bishop for all of it. At least, for all that they realise has been done. Everything else, they think it was an accident.”

“There are still Bishop’s people, the ones from Willow Farm.”

“And I told you that they know nothing,” she said.

“You also told me that they would be executed,” he said. “Instead, they’ve been given their freedom.”

“I would hardly call their lives in Menai Bridge that,” she said. “They are under close watch while they sweep streets, gut fish, and mend sails. I spoke to each myself. They are scared, deluded, and weak-minded, desperate for a saviour because they can see no salvation in each other. They didn’t even know that Rachel was pulling Bishop’s strings, let alone that we were pulling hers.”

“There’s Donnie O’Leary,” he said. “He might remember something.”

“There is nothing for him to remember. I will admit that the amnesia he suffered when falling from that ladder on the grain ship was a boon, but he didn’t see anything. I am certain of it.”

“Nonetheless,” the man said. “It is better to be safe than caught.”

“Nonetheless,” the woman said, “I washed that floor yesterday and I am not doing it again. Hang your coat by the door, take your boots off, and tell me what news there is. I take it there is some for you to have come home so early. Am I needed in my official capacity?”

“What? No, it’s not that,” he said. He gave a shrug, dislodging a small puddle of water from the dip in his hat. “Sorry,” he added, finally removing hat and coat. He hung them by the door.

“Well?” she asked. “Why are you here?”

“We had a sat-phone call from London,” he said. “Old George Tull has arrived. There are survivors there.”

“In London? How many?” she asked.

“Just under a hundred. Half are children.”

“And is there any good news?” the woman asked.

“Not really,” the man said, taking a battered mug from the draining board. “They have ammunition and food, but only sufficient to feed a hundred people for three months. That’s if you believe what they say.”

“Hmm. So there would be three weeks for a thousand? No! Not that bottle.”

The man’s hand froze.

“That’s the bottle we took from Rachel,” the woman said. “It’s the poison.”

“Then why is it in this whisky bottle?” the man said reproachfully. “Why can’t you keep it somewhere else?”

“Always hide in plain sight, remember?” the woman said.

The man picked up a different bottle. “This one?”

“That was a gift from Markus,” she said.

The man picked up a third bottle, this one half full, and of a much cheaper brand. He placed the bottle and mug on the table opposite the woman. He poured himself a generous measure and sat down.

“A hundred people in London?” the woman said. “That changes nothing, though perhaps it can help us. There are too many to fit in Mr Tull’s boat? Then he won’t return to Anglesey immediately.”

“Not for a few days,” the man said. “It depends on the doctor. She’s still examining the people there.”

“And should it be necessary for some to be rushed back for treatment, Mr Tull will volunteer to stay behind,” the woman said. “He is too eager to sacrifice himself to be a true leader. Good. He sees too much. Things will be easier in his absence.”

“If you’d listened to me, we’d have got rid of him months ago.”

“Rachel was too eager to resort to murder, and look what happened, our plans almost unravelled. We cannot afford for them to do so again. Half those in London are children, you say? O’Leary’s ridiculous sentimentality will ensure boats are sent there, and crewed by military personnel, no doubt. While their attention is on London, we shall act.”

“You want to bring the plan forward?” he asked. “I thought we were waiting.”

“Until after Christmas?” she asked, her tone mocking. “You’ve grown too fond of your comforts. Yes, we must act. With some in London, some in Elysium, others in Belfast, they are scattered, distracted. Now is the time, because the longer we wait, the greater chance they realise what we did. Rachel was useful for that, at least. They are blaming all their ills on her and Bishop, but if they have time to think, to investigate, they will realise the truth. You left too many clues behind.”

“You mean we did.” He sipped at the mug. “I told you we should have killed Donnie O’Leary, not just left him unconscious at the bottom of that ladder on the grain ship.”

“And again, I would remind you of what happened to Rachel Gottlieb,” the woman said. “If she hadn’t died, if she had talked, we would have been discovered. As it is, it was only because I was able to destroy the evidence that we were not discovered. We were lucky, mostly because they didn’t know what they were doing during that first investigation. That American, Captain Devine, was newly arrived, and the rest were trampling around playing at detective, destroying as much evidence as they found. But they have learned from their mistakes. Worse, they have discovered a police detective in Ireland. The next time, I cannot guarantee that I will get to the evidence before they have a chance to properly catalogue it. No, we can’t take any more risks, and that is why we must act.”

“Fine.” He took another sip, then a swallow. “Are you sure one thousand people is enough?”

“One thousand is twice what we need. That is why we will take both ships. The spare will be our insurance. One thousand adults, fit, healthy, pliable, but reliable. Bishop was useful for that, at least. The weak-willed identified themselves by following his cause. We don’t want them, or those in Menai Bridge. They are too keen, too likely to take initiative rather than orders.”

“It’s a pity about Rachel,” the man said. “We could have made use of her.”

“No, in the end, she would have tried to lead,” the woman said. “Her death was inevitable from the moment she tried to recruit us.”

He poured another measure. She reached over, took the bottle, and placed it on the floor by her feet.

“And in one year, the zombies will be gone?” he said. “You’re sure about that?”

“According to the more lucid of Dr Singh’s notes,” she said. “Within one year after infection, even the most fit subjects will be dead.”

“Dr Singh is anything but lucid,” the man said. “Has he even slept since the outbreak?”

“They have sedated him,” she said. “He can’t accept that he created the undead. Nor can he accept that, since it was an accident, he is blameless. Quite how a scientist can be so illogical is baffling. Quigley recruited him to create a super-vaccine, and by all accounts, he succeeded. That the compound also re-animated the dead is nothing but a side effect. Where is the blame? It has driven him mad. Now, he says nothing, not even to his brother. When he was more lucid, before Bill Wright came to the island, Dr Singh made notes day and night. I went through them.”

“And did you understand them?” the man asked.

“No more than anyone else, but I understood enough,” she said. “Within a year of infection, the host will die. Within a year, not after. It is almost a year since the outbreak. The time is coming when the nightmare will be over. It is time to think of the future, humanity’s future. The world will be ours, if we have the strength to take it. Is everything in place at the plant?”

“Yes. I did it yesterday.”

“You followed the instructions?”

“Of course,” he said. “I wouldn’t have known what to do otherwise.

“You weren’t seen?” she asked.

“Of course I was seen,” the man said. “That was the point of me doing it. I was seen, but no one thought anything unusual about me being there.”

“I meant did anyone see what you did?” she said.

“Of course not. I can go back this afternoon to initiate it.”

“No, not this afternoon,” she said. “We shall wait until the boats are sent to London to rescue those children. And we can’t risk it being you. One of our soldiers will be sufficient to the task. It is time they proved themselves.”

“I still say we should have found more.”

“More people? No, because they will have to die before we reach our new home. When we make landfall, only you and I shall know the truth. Did you speak to Heather Jones?”

“Yes,” he said.

“And?”

“And she doesn’t want to leave Wales.”

“You know what I was asking,” she said.

“Her fishing boats and yachts will get the people in Menai Bridge over to Ireland, but not much further. They have few ships that will survive the winter. They won’t be a threat. That just leaves the admiral. What do we do about her?”

“You’re trying to run before we’ve begun to walk,” she said. “We don’t need to do anything. When the crisis begins, they will be forced to flee hurriedly and without proper preparation. If you have done your work properly, not all will reach Ireland. From those that do, we shall select our one thousand. Then we will take the Amundsen and The New World north, take the fuel that we need from Svalbard and destroy the rest. Without the oil, no one will follow us. No one will find us. We’ll get to that bunker, and our future will really begin.”

“If Rachel was telling the truth about its location. But what if they do follow us? What if they set out, seeking revenge?”

“They won’t seek revenge, because they won’t know what we’ve done,” she said. “They will know that the two ships have disappeared, but those will be considered another pair of accidents. In a few weeks, Svalbard will become icebound. Without the Amundsen, it will be March before a ship is sent there. Assuming they have any ships left by then. Assuming that any of them are still alive by then. If they reach Svalbard, they will find nothing there, and only corpses to greet them.”

“I think I can find a way to get the remaining people there evacuated to Belfast,” the man said.

“You can?”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” he said. “They’ve been discussing the calories required to keep even a small contingent alive there during the winter. I think an argument can be made that it is a waste of resources.”

“Then make that argument,” the woman said. “If we don’t have to kill anyone in Svalbard, our task is oh-so-much simpler. We shall simply tell our one thousand that we received a message from Ireland saying that disease has swept through them. Everyone is dead or dying and that we are the last. Yes, they will believe that. I doubt it will be far from the truth.”

“Maybe,” he said. He raised the mug, but it was empty. He put it back on the table. “What if Rachel was lying?”

“But why should she have been?” the woman said. “She thought she had as much to gain as we did. Lisa Kempton built a vault in the United States in which there are the supplies to keep a thousand alive for a century. The vault requires a code.” She picked up a bundle of poorly photocopied papers from the table. “A code that Bill Wright found in Elysium. He found a list of addresses for properties like that house in Pallaskenry, and with them, he found the code. It’s a shame that he didn’t publish the number itself, but he did publish that he found it. And he thinks he is a statesman.”

“Rob found the list,” the man said. “Not Bill Wright.”

“Exactly. That’s proof that Rachel was telling us the truth, and why it is a boon that Rob and Rachel, and Paul and Bishop are dead.”

“And what if Kempton went to that bunker,” the man asked. “What if there’s nothing left. What if there are people there?”

“Life is full of risks,” the woman said blithely, “and America is full of treasure. Even if the bunker is gone, we shall still have a land of plenty with which to build our new empire. But, no, Kempton isn’t there. That ship of hers, The New World, came to Ireland, didn’t it? Wright wrote that, too. If Kempton had been in America, that is where the ship would have gone. We’ve been over this. You’re having second thoughts, but it’s too late for those. We need the codes. You’ll have to take them.”

“Of course. When?”

“When we get to Ireland,” she said. “It might be simpler if we get rid of Bill Wright first. That is a task to consider when the chaos and confusion begins.” She stood, walked over to the shelf, and took down a bottle.

“I thought you said that bottle was poison,” he said.

“It is,” she said. “Knowledge is power. At present, only three people know that the undead will soon die. Dr Singh might be sedated, he might be insane, but he might regain lucidity. He might share this information. If he does, if it becomes widely known, generally believed, caution might exert itself, greater hardships tolerated, discomforts accepted, and we will lose our one opportunity to dictate the future of our species. No, it is time for Dr Singh to be rewarded for reshaping this planet’s destiny. It is time for him to die.”

 




 



Part 1

The Tower’s Forlorn Hope

 

London & Kent

11th - 17th November

 

 




 


Chapter 1 - The First Farewell

11th November, The Tower of London, Day 243

 

Storm clouds were gathering over London. That, Nilda thought, was apt weather for this grim occasion.

“Chester, I…” she began, but wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence.

“Don’t worry about us,” Chester said. “We’ll be back soon enough.”

A few paces beyond the barricade, Greta waited impatiently.

“If…” Nilda said, and again she hesitated. There was a time and a place for certain words, but this was neither. They should have said their goodbyes at the Tower, not here at the barricade two hundred yards from the fortress. “If you see anywhere you can buy stamps,” she said instead, “send me a postcard.”

Chester grinned. “I’ll see what I can manage. Keep her safe, Jay.” He nodded to George and Lorraine, and wheeled his bike down the street, a few paces behind Greta.

“They’ll be back soon, Mum,” Jay said.

“I know,” she said, watching first Greta, then Chester disappear around the curving road. Even when they were lost to sight, she didn’t move.

“Greta has to look for Eamonn,” Jay said. “I mean, we’ve got to help each other because we’d want help ourselves.”

“We’re the help that comes to others,” George said. “That’s something that stuck with me from a long time ago. It’s an idea to strive for, an ideal worth the struggle.”

That was more or less what Chester had said. While Nilda agreed with it, that wasn’t why Greta was making the journey. Her motivation was love, and that same emotion made Nilda want to call Chester back, to demand he stay. There was little chance that Eamonn was alive, and even less that Greta would find him. Chester was accompanying her to ensure that Greta abandoned the search. That’s what he’d said, but she wondered if there was something more. Ever since Chester had been shot, he’d needlessly put himself into danger again and again. The reason was obvious. He was trying to prove something to himself, yet that was a desire that could swiftly become all-consuming. She knew that from her own experience, both after the outbreak and before.

Someone had to go with Greta, but it didn’t need to be Chester. George and Lorraine had arrived in London with a small squad of sailors and Marines, any of whom would have made as good a companion for what was surely a futile quest. She was being selfish, of course. She didn’t want Chester to go because she worried he wouldn’t come back. In turn, that worry was connected to the other, deeper concerns that plagued her every waking moment.

“He’s gone,” she said. “And you’re right, Jay. We have to help one another, now and always.”

“Do you have a lot of barricades like this?” Lorraine asked, and Nilda was glad of the distraction.

“Not really,” Nilda said, turning away from the road down which Chester and Greta had walked. “The children call it the outer wall, but it’s… a ring, I suppose. A loose ring in the streets around the Tower. It keeps the undead far enough away that the children can play and yell, and their voices won’t be heard.”

The barricade ran across the junction of Mark Lane and Hart Street. Barricade was almost too generous a word for the haphazard collection of filing cabinets and desks that had come from the office buildings either side. They’d weighted the furniture down with rubble from the remains of a small conference centre, but it wouldn’t hold back a concerted push by the rampaging undead.

“It’s the buildings,” Jay said. “That’s the problem. I mean, they’re too big.” He gestured at the office blocks towering above them. “It takes half a day to search one and we never find much. We never find many zombies, either, but we have to look because we can’t leave the undead inside the barricades.” He picked up the table that they’d used as a gate and pushed it back into position. “When we were near Oxford Street, we had walkways linking the buildings. When we’ve got time, I’d like to do the same here.”

“Zombie,” Lorraine said. “There, limping down Hart Street. Only one.”

“There’s a lot of mud on it,” George said. “A lot of mud and not much hair. It didn’t turn recently.”

Behind those words was a question. It was one Nilda asked herself whenever she saw her first living dead of the day: why hadn’t the zombies died? Behind that question, hid another: what if they never die? It was unsurprising that someone from Anglesey would be beset by the same fears.

“Have you seen many die?” she asked.

“Personally, no,” George said. “But I’ve been on the island for too long. No, save the bullet, Lorraine,” he added, drawing a short-handled spear from a sheath at his belt. “There’s no need to waste it.”

“I’ve got it,” Jay said. He dragged the table back out of the way, and jogged down the road ahead of George.

Nilda shared an exasperated look with Lorraine.

“At least yours is a teenager,” Lorraine said. “Age gives him an excuse.”

The young Scotswoman wasn’t George’s bodyguard; she was the pilot of the boat that had brought George and his mission to London. Protecting the old man was a duty that fell to Norman Jennings, a submariner from the Vehement, and Viola Denby, a Marine from the Harper’s Ferry. Nilda hadn’t thought there was any need to bring them on the short trip from the Tower. Both had happily agreed since it gave them an excuse to linger over their breakfast coffee, something in short supply on Anglesey. Lorraine clearly knew George better than those two professionals.

Rifle raised, Lorraine stepped through the gap. Nilda re-secured the barricade before following her. She wasn’t sure what to make of Lorraine. She was friendly and cheerful, but that mood was a mask. A thin one, too, betrayed by the watchfulness in her eyes. The young woman had seen a lot, but then they all had. Even Jay. Especially Jay. He reached the zombie first, and swung his foreshortened spear with a twirl and flourish that was almost entirely for show. Where the shaft of George’s Assegai had been cut down to within a foot of the blade, Jay had left his at four feet. The metal was pitted with a century of rust, and a century before that of use, but it was razor sharp after the previous night’s labour. A night that, in a just world, Jay would have spent studying, learning, preparing for university. Or, if she was honest, hours he’d have spent avoiding his studies while she agonised about his meagre prospects in a town like Penrith. Nilda’s heart broke a little more as Jay slammed the spear into the creature’s skull.

“Nah, I’m not sure about the spear,” Jay said wiping the blade clean on the zombie’s ruined clothes. “I mean the range is good, but I think a sword’s better.”

“But my spear has a story behind it,” George said.

“So does this spear,” Jay said. “Everything from the Tower does.”

“And do you know that story?” George asked.

“Um… well, it was something to do with Napoleon’s legions,” Jay said. “It was in the case with the Eagle. What’s your spear’s story?”

“He can tell us later,” Nilda said, saddened and bemused in equal measure. “Where did the zombie come from? Down the road, or from in there?”

Ahead of them, on the northern side of the street, were a pair of metal gates, one of which was ajar.

“Vehicle access for the buildings above, do you think?” Lorraine asked.

Nilda unclipped her torch, and shone the light into the dark gap beyond the open door. “Probably. There’s a ramp. It must lead to a car park or a loading bay. Jay, do you remember whether these buildings were offices or flats?”

“Offices, I think,” Jay said. “We didn’t really investigate. We looked in the pub, though.” He jerked the spear towards the pub on the opposite side of the street. “There was nothing worth scavenging in there,” he added.

“But you’d have noticed if this gate was open?” Nilda asked.

“Sure,” Jay said. “And we’d have closed it.”

“When was that,” she asked. “I mean, was it before or after McInery died?”

“After,” Jay said. “When we put up the barricade.”

“What is it?” George asked.

“Call it paranoia,” Nilda said. “Mostly due to the gate being open now.” She drew her sword, and used that to push at the metal door. It creaked as it swung inwards. She winced at the unwelcome sound. “It’s a loading bay and car park,” she said, gesturing with her sword at the after-hours notice pinned to the wall. “Ah, look, on the ground. The entire bolt has come free.”

There was a wordless reply, a sighing rasp that came from beneath them. She swung the sword up and the light around, shining it at the point where the ramp curved underneath the building. The shadows lengthened and twisted, resolving into a sprawling mass of snapping mouths and clawing arms as the undead shoved and pushed one another up towards daylight.

“Zombies, back up,” she said, but didn’t move herself. She counted the heads. Four in the first rank, three behind that, two behind that, and then…. and then she had no choice but to retreat a step, and then another. She raised the sword and wished she’d brought her gun.

There was the soft retort of a silenced rifle as Lorraine fired. The centre-most zombie in the front rank fell. As it tumbled, two creatures in the rank behind were knocked backwards. One disappeared beneath the staggering mass. The other righted itself, just in time for Lorraine’s second shot to blow its skull apart. Nilda shifted her stance, marking her target, breathing out, just as Jay lunged.

“Jay!” Nilda yelled, as her son rammed his spear into a nearly skinless head. As it fell, he withdrew the spear, skipping nimbly out of the way of a leather-clad creature’s clawing hand.

“George!” Lorraine barked as the old man advanced. “George, you’re in the way. I can’t shoot.”

George swiped his spear at a zombie’s eyes. As the Assegai pierced through flesh, the skin sloughed away.

“Back!” Nilda barked, but neither Jay nor George were listening.

The first two of the undead had reached the gate. One, with tape wrapped around its ear, lurched into the closed half of the gate, causing the metal to rattle. As the sound echoed down the street, the other zombie staggered through the open section. Nilda pushed George to the left and Jay to the right.

“Get back!” she yelled, as she rammed her gladius into the zombie’s face. “Give Lorraine a chance to shoot them!”

The zombie fell. Another collapsed. Then a third. Nilda raised her sword, ready to dart forward, but Lorraine calmly fired one shot after the next, felling the zombies as they emerged from the darkness. And then, there were no more.

Nilda turned first to Jay, then to George, unable to form the words to best describe her rage. But she saw her son’s expression, then the old man’s, and she remembered a time before the outbreak. The summer trip when her neighbour, Sebastian, had taken Jay fishing. They’d returned empty-handed, wearing clothes covered in mud except where they were torn, with faces bearing the exact same expressions. Sebastian’s matched George’s embarrassed apology. Jay had that same look of defiant stubbornness.

The gate rattled.

“There’s one more. I’ve got it,” Jay said.

“No,” Nilda said, rushing forward before her son could. She kicked at the closed gate. “Here, outside,” she called to the creature.

Fingers, already flayed of flesh, curled around the metal. The moment its head appeared Nilda hacked her sword down, cleaving through matted hair and rotten bone. The zombie fell. Nilda shone her light down the dark ramp, but it wasn’t powerful enough to pierce the gloom. She threw it, underhand, in a gentle lob. The tumbling beam of light illuminated bones and rags before it landed on the ramp, and rolled away around a sharp bend. She listened until it stopped rolling, waited, but there were no other sounds to hear.

“I think we’re clear,” Nilda said. “The bolt on the gate’s broken. The zombies must have been in the building above and gravity brought them down to the lowest level. They probably heard us on the streets outside during the last few weeks, and battered and beat at the door until the lock gave.”

“Shall we go down there?” Jay asked.

“No,” Nilda said. “Take Lorraine, get that electric drill, some of those nine-inch pins, and a chain. We’ll secure the gates for now. Go on. George and I will keep watch.”

When they’d gone, she turned to George. She could see the apology in his eyes, see the words forming on his lips, but she didn’t need an explanation as to why an old lion had acted so recklessly in the face of youthful bravado. Instead, she smiled.

“Your spear has a story?” she asked.

He nodded slowly. “It does, it does. My father brought it back from the war,” he said. “A junior officer had been given it as a good-luck talisman. It didn’t work for him, but it kept my father alive. It’s kept me alive in the last year, too, so maybe it is lucky for some.” He tapped the edge of the spear against the closed door. The metal gonged. They listened, watching the dark depths, but no reply came from below.

“Does this happen a lot?” George asked.

“Finding zombies on a street we thought was safe? Yes and no,” Nilda said. “In London, there’s as much city beneath us as there is above. That means places for us to hide, but just as many for the undead.”

“What do you do with the bodies?” George asked.

Nilda nodded at the pub opposite. “When we have the time, we put them in pubs, post-offices, and shops,” she said. “Places where we know the upper floors had a separate entrance from the ground floor. That was Chester’s idea. It was a story he told about how not to rob a post-office. It was a… a…” She trailed off.

“He’ll be fine,” George said. “And he’ll be back. He’s irrepressible, that man. London’s changed,” he added, changing the topic. “Obviously. I mean it’s different from how I remember it.”

“Oh? You lived here?”

“No, but I visited a lot,” George said. “I earned my crust driving buses, but made my overtime driving coaches. A good portion of my weekends during the 1980s was spent bringing people to London, or taking them away from it. There weren’t so many skyscrapers. No, it was… it was very different. Then I was promoted to middle management. I stopped driving, but I still got free travel. My wife and I would come into the city every weekend as passengers on those self-same coaches.”

“Ah. You mean Mary O’Leary?”

“No, Dora was my wife. Mary and I met in the retirement home, but that’s another story. Dora and I used to visit the galleries and the museums. They weren’t free back then, but since our transport was, and since we had no children, we could afford it. It wasn’t a bad life, now I look back on it. The ending, well, the endings are never good, but we made the best of it that we could. Yes, but this city’s changed even since then.”

“I know what you mean,” Nilda said. “I left just after Jay was born. I had to come back a few times, but that was for legal reasons, not for pleasure. Everything is taller and narrower, but it’s something else. It seems denser, somehow. I think it’s the weight of history that this place exudes.”

“Or the weight of the future?” George said.

“Maybe,” Nilda said. There was a soft tinkling of metal. “Just the wind catching a can,” she said. Her eyes fell on the open gate. There was no sound from inside. “I suppose we should take a look and confirm it’s empty.”

“You don’t want to wait for the others?” George asked.

“It should be safe enough,” she said, “and there’s no point putting off until later what we can do now.”

“My very own work-ethic,” George said. He took out his torch. His hand was unsteady, and the beam shook as they walked through the gate, picked their way over the corpses, and went down the ramp. Nilda’s own light had rolled all the way to the bottom, to a sub-basement car park and delivery area where bays were marked with the names of four separate businesses.

“None of those names mean anything to me,” she said, shining her light on one sign and then the next.

“Nor me,” George said. “And I’d say this basement is empty. And I’d say that those zombies used that door next to the lifts. At least, they did when they were people.”

Nilda followed his beam. “The door is padlocked,” she said. “They chained themselves in here. I wonder if that was after they were infected, when they knew they were going to turn.”

“Perhaps,” George said. “Looks like they made a camp between those two sports-cars. Not sure what that blue one is, but the other’s a Ferrari. Always wanted to drive one of those.”

Nilda shone her light around the vehicles, and then underneath, until she was absolutely certain they were alone. “I wonder why they decided to camp down here rather than in the offices above, or why they didn’t come to the Tower. I suppose we could find the answer by going through their belongings, but it doesn’t matter. Not now. They were infected and they died. I used to collect the names of the undead. I stopped just before it became a habit that would have been impossible to give up. So many have died. So many.” She turned to look at George. “What’s your plan? Are you coming to London?”

“Me?”

“I mean all of you, the people in Anglesey.”

“Like I told you yesterday, it’s too far,” George said. “It’s not a question of want, but of fuel. We’ve got the three large grain carriers, and we’ll be taking them with us. They’ve got about three months of oats, wheat, and barley still aboard. We can cram the decks with people, but not with much else. Otherwise, we have the Amundsen, and The New World as soon as we’ve collected it from the Shannon Estuary. Each can carry around five hundred passengers, depending on how much comfort they travel in, and how much
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