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Chapter One

Life is what happens to you while you're busy making other plans. ~John Lennon.  

“Boy, in 2039, did that saying ever come true.” ~Vee Thomson.

Last night, I murdered a man. He wasn’t the first, nor will he be the last, I suspect, and I don’t regret such things since they were done to survive. In this case, however, there was more to it. But I’ll get to that in due course.

This morning, I buried him in an unmarked grave, dumped a load of broken concrete over it, and after the events of the past two and a bit years, I think it unlikely anyone will dig there for any reason for a long time to come. In other places, in other countries, I have little doubt people still live, but where I live, almost everyone died and I am alone most of the time—by my own choice, mind you. I’ve lived alone much of my life, and truthfully, I like it that way; people complicate things.

Tonight, I’ll sleep well, one great danger is gone, although I am well aware there are and will be, many more, and my life may not be long beyond the years I’ve already had. I’m writing of the events in case anyone from some time in the future finds my home and is interested. Or if those around me survive, increase in numbers, and become a community again. I’d like to leave a record in case that’s so. And with that in mind, I’ll continue writing so long as I can. I’ll begin where things began to change for me, in 2034 with the death of my father...

Five years before the event—2034

I was standing on the shore of Kootenay Lake, admiring the sunset and wishing I didn’t have to return to the house for a while. My brother Reggie was there, and he was furious; our father’s will had just been read and Reggie had said such savage things that I’d left him with the family lawyer and got out to spend time free of my brother’s red-faced rage. What had been done was justice, and if I agreed to share as he demanded, the house would have to be sold. I wanted to keep it and be the next generation of the family to inhabit the big, old, white-painted building, and the ten acres of good land around it.

Reggie was older than I was by almost four years, and he’d always thought he could do what he liked, take what he wanted, and that no one would ever call him on that. He’d been seventeen and I’d been thirteen when he discovered that this didn’t always apply. It might have, had he restricted his depredations, but he’d been drunk that night, and he’d assumed, as the indulged son, any misbehaviour would be overlooked. In which he’d discovered at the time, and again in the past hour—and to his seething outrage—he’d been completely wrong. There are some things even an indulgent parent won’t overlook

I reentered the house and found it silent. Reggie’s car was gone, although the lawyer remained, and he stood politely when I entered the room. I queried him with a raised eyebrow. He nodded. “Mr. Thomson has left. I explained to him that the will could not be overturned, and that should he take it to court, your father left a letter with us.”

“A letter?” I asked, although I could guess what it might say.

“A rather detailed letter; your father left it with us when he signed the will. It explains why the property was left as it was and includes ample evidence of the event your father stated had brought him to that decision. I said it was unlikely a judge would overturn the will, and that in the remote possibility they did so, you could petition that the newspapers be permitted to discuss the case...” Here the lawyer looked saturnine. “Ah, fully.” 

“Oh.” I bit back a sudden desire—not to smile exactly—more a look of satisfaction. Such a letter would certainly see to it that the last thing Reggie would want to do was see any of certain events read out in court, let alone published in newspapers or on media sites. In which it seemed I was right. Reggie went back to Vancouver, back to his very well-paid job, to his charming long-lease apartment there, and to his circle of arrogant entitled friends, some of whom I’d met once—and hoped never to do so again.

I rented the property on a two-year rollover lease to Jan Grenfell, an old school-acquaintance who desperately needed a place to stay, and went back to my work in Winnipeg. The lease rolled over again, but in 2038, Jan remarried, and messaged to say she and her new husband were moving out of town. I returned home, saw to it that the house was scrubbed, polished, repainted, repairs done, and a month later, while standing on the lake shore again, I made a decision. The work I did now I could do here; there was no need to return to Winnipeg, and I’d love to live on our old family property again.

So, I came home. It took little time for me to settle back in. Jan and her husband had owned animals, the cat and dogs went with them, but they were going to live in a city now, so three milking goats with a billy, a flock of hens and geese, a 14-hand pony, and a middle-aged horse had no place there. We came to an agreement, and the animals stayed. 

I’d come to being a specialist designer by accident, but I found that I had a knack for it, done a late degree on the subject, and now made an increasingly comfortable living from the work, something I could do from home. It took five months before I had things the way I wanted. I’d added a dog an elderly neighbour had owned named Jax—a mix of wolf, husky, and mastiff; who’d been well-trained and who, when the old man died, was only three. Jax looked like a giant wolf, and in the end, the previous owner’s family didn’t want him, nor did anyone else. I took him, and we found within weeks that we suited each other.

And almost inadvertently, I added a young cat to the household a week after Jax arrived. Sooty, as I named him once he was mine, was coal black all over; he liked humans—on his terms—and it was clear to his original family that ultimately, he was going to be a large cat—a very large cat. His mother was a Maine Coon, his father was unknown, and at a year old, he was already sixteen pounds. I thought he would, top twenty pounds once fully grown, but at his full growth, he was twenty-three pounds; none of it fat. He’d been neutered, was in vigorous health, was death on large paws to any rodent, and should have been ideal for any cat-lover, but he had objected with violence to the actions of a small dog belonging to his humans’ friends.

“What did he do?” I asked.

Mary Howlan’s face twisted into a scowl. “He attacked it, we had to pay vet’s fees, and it cost us a fortune.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did he attack the dog?” I asked precisely.

“Oh, it jumped on him. It was just playing, but he savaged it, and our friends were furious. It cost us almost a thousand dollars in vet fees, and I’m not risking that again. We told the vet we wanted him to put down, and he said he thought he knew someone who might take him instead.” Her look at me was hopeful, and I nodded, seeing that she was moderately fond of her cat but not prepared to risk that sort of money again.

“I’ll take him,” I said, and she looked relieved.

“We won’t have him back if anything else happens, and we won’t pay anything he may cost you,” Mary warned me. “I have a transfer of ownership here. If you sign that, it’s irrevocable.” I signed, and the cat known to them as Wellington became my “Sooty.” He may not have liked small dogs that yapped and jumped on him, but he liked Jax, and he liked to sleep on the foot of my bed. He enjoyed goat’s milk, mostly fed himself from his hunting—although I made sure to have a good supply of cat food for times when the hunting wasn’t so good—and in a few weeks, he was a fixture, and I loved him.

Looking back, I can see how fortunate I was. If Jan hadn’t remarried, I might not have come home that year. Instead, when the event occurred, I’d have been faraway, in the heart of a major city in lethal chaos. I wouldn’t have had cash, wouldn’t have had stocks of food, wouldn’t have had land and animals, and I wouldn’t have had the isolation that would be my saviour. But in the months before the event, things happened, and I made choices that were logical at the time, but which kept me alive during an event that killed billions. 

The first advantage was the money. I’d had a camper in Winnipeg. I bought it quite cheaply with a low-interest loan from my work, paid that off, and used it to go exploring over fine weekends or holidays. However, once I was going home again, I decided I didn’t need it. A work acquaintance hearing I was thinking of selling the camper, now in far better shape than when I’d gotten it and worth quite a lot more, asked to buy it—for cash. 

“Cash?”

“Yeah, I don’t want m’wife to know I got it. She doesn’t know about the money either.” Since I’d heard they’d started a divorce, rumored acrimonious to say the least, I asked no more. I didn’t like his wife; I’d met her at work evenings, and I could easily understand why he wanted the divorce. We decided a price; I agreed I wouldn’t change registration until it was due to be renewed, by which time the divorce would be concluded. I was paid, and I tucked the canvas bank-bag of money away.  

I arrived home, completed all the items that needed doing there, and settled in, temporarily forgetting the bank-bag I’d stashed in a secret spot in the master bedroom. I had my eye out for a good vehicle, but until I bought that, I was using Bobby Du Bois’s taxi. He’d been a year behind me at school, a top ice-hockey player; but after he blew a knee in his sixth pro-season, he’d come home. Married, had two kids, and, having been scammed out of most of his money, friends and admirers had clubbed together and bought him a taxi and a license. He was a big amiable guy, not that smart, but kind and decent, and I was happy to use his taxi whenever possible.

I only remembered the cash when there was a sale advertised. A large shop was going out of business in Lethbridge, a six-hour drive away. At the same time, I was looking over a big trailer that would be a convenient extra for the 4WD Whiba Landcruiser I was buying. I clinched the Landcruiser and trailer that day and saw the shop sale notice in our local newspaper next morning. I wasn’t sure about taking a vehicle I didn’t yet know and coming home with a loaded trailer, so I phoned Bobby, who jumped at the amount I’d offered, saying he’d be happy to help. 

It was serendipity. They were selling a wide range of items, including trade-ins going at half-price, and some of which I could use. Bobby collected me, we started out at 2:00 a.m., arriving half an hour before the sale started, the doors being thrown open at the unheard-of hour of 8:00 a.m. I swept in with Bobby in tow, and I bought while he helped me stack items, and as soon as a trolley was filled, taking it to be rung up. I bought animal food, canned and packaged food for me, ammunition, and tools. Trolley after trolley went out to be loaded onto the trailer, and when that was almost full and I arrived to pay at the counter, the manager smirked at the total, announcing:

“We don’t take credit cards, madam, since this is a closing down sale. Do you have a debit card, direct transfer, or cash?” His look suggested I’d better have one of those, and my return smile was agreement.

“I do. May I have the docket, please.” I was handed that and checked it, haggled briefly over an item that had been rung up as more than advertised, and with a total agreed, I paid in hundred-dollar bills and swept out. I drove away with the reflection that I had everything on my list—or almost. At the outside of Lethbridge as we started for home, I saw a sign advertising livestock as well as another on the next-door property. Bobby drove into the first place, and after a brief discussion, he rearranged my trailer-load for me, and we headed home with the items I hadn’t had already. It’s always cheaper to buy meat on the hoof. It isn’t as if I don’t know how to butcher if I must. 

At home, Bobby unloaded the animals into the nearby barn and stacked the other goods in the barn nearest my house; I paid him the promised remainder, leaving him heading home with a parting wave and a wide smile. Even wider than usual since I’d handed him half in advance when we arrived at the sale, and he’d spent most of that at the sale, too.

It took the next day to sort out my purchases and put them away properly. Jax and Sooty assisted, or that’s probably how they thought of it. The six yearling sheep I’d bought—wethers, so no need to worry about them escaping to look for ewes—went into an unused paddock. The two new nanny goats joined my other goats. One had a very nice male kid at foot, which could become the alternate stud in a year or so. The sheep—not being breeding stock—hadn’t cost a lot; I’d eat them as and when I needed extra meat. Meanwhile, they could eat free grass and, as the place that sold them to me regularly treated their livestock for parasites, the sheep should cost me nothing in the way of upkeep. 

The animals I now had were still only sufficient to eat half my ten acres. I’d shut up the other half, and had it cut and baled for hay already. The bales filled the old hay barn, while in the loft above I’d hauled up by hand-hoist all of the sacks of hard feed I’d purchased from the sale—30% off. I stood in the yard calculating. With the hay, the hard-feed, and the pasture, it could be two years at least, or as much as three years, before I needed to buy in anything more. The food for me would last around the same period, as would the cat and dog biscuits And, thanks to the cash I’d had, almost everything had cost me two-thirds the usual prices. It meant that if my designer business hit a slow period, I—and the animals—would be fine

And at the sale they’d had packs of electric ecosystem spares. Dad had put solar and wind generators in five years ago, and they’d probably last another ten before needing anything major done to them. The sale had had boxes of spares for both, blades, panels, and other items; I’d bought sufficient to almost rebuild both generators, plus buying a reconditioned second-hand wind generator, going cheaply since it had been a trade-in. Once everything else was put away, I had a local chap come in, replace all items showing wear, and I paid to be talked though doing some of that myself.  

That was two pieces of good fortune, and a third arrived. I’d bought .303 ammunition at the sale. My father had left an old Lee Enfield of that calibre to me. It had come down from, I think, my great-great-great-grandfather, but what I hadn’t known was that it wasn’t the only gun in the place. I was rummaging through the small cellar when I came across a wooden box. I opened that to find to my astonishment, a pair of machine pistols, German-made, from the Second World War; how unlike my relatively law-abiding father to not have turned them in to authorities. On further digging, I found another box containing a considerable supply of ammunition for them.

I stared at that lot. What should I do with them? I decided to leave sleeping dogs lie. Sooner or later, there’d be an amnesty, I could turn them in when one was announced—and plead ignorance to that time if it became necessary. My continuing hunt yielded two bows, and a stack of arrows. I knew about those; my grandmother had been a deadly shot in her day—often bringing home a deer in season. My grandfather too had been an archer, in his case for amusement, and perhaps because of that, both bows were of a similar “pull.” I strung one and tested it, yes, I could use it. I might even do so sometime. I laid them down as my watch signalled it was time to feed and lock up the livestock.

Jax and Sooty followed me as I went out, and with the other animals safely under cover, I went inside again to start an early dinner. I’d eaten, washed up, and was about to settle around 7:00 p.m. to do some design work, when there was a knock at the door. I answered it to find a man I’d never seen before. As I live several miles out of town and another half-mile down a one-lane dirt road, this was unexpected, and I raised a polite eyebrow. 

“Halford,” he said abruptly. I was unsure if he was asking or telling and continued to wait. “I buy firearms.” I remained silent. “Heard you might have a few.” I found something unpleasant about him, and I made up my mind on the spot.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Halford. I’m still clearing out some of the junk on the place. I’ve found no firearms barring an old Lee Enfield, and it’s a family heirloom.”

“Nothing else?”

“No,” I said pleasantly. “If you leave me your card, I can let you know if anything does come to light.”

He grunted, dug out a card that said he was E.B. Halford, handed that over, and tramped back to his car. I found the incident interesting on consideration. He’d been able to find the house, and where had he heard about the pistols? Or had they even been what he was looking for? Could there be other firearms still in the cellar? Over the next week, I checked everything there and found no more guns. I didn’t think he’d have been after the bows and arrows; they were good quality, but nothing unusual. However, as my mother had often said, better safe than sorry. I took the pistols along with the ammunition for them and stashed them in a hide in the attic. I’d known about that hide—also known as an abditory—half my life; I didn’t think Reggie did, and that thought made me wonder if it’d been him who’d sent Halford. 

I shrugged. I hadn’t seen or heard from Reggie since the reading of Dad’s will months ago. And why would he send a man who’d pay me for something Reggie believed I should never have received? I was therefore mildly surprised to receive a phone call from my brother a week after Halford’s visit.
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Chapter Two
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“I want to come and stay for a few days.” Reggie said.

I didn’t even have to think about that. “No.”

“Okay, I can stay at a hotel, but I want to talk to you.”

I considered that. “About what?”

“I’d like to buy a few family items.”

Such as two machine pistols? I wondered. “Tell me what they are, and I may save you a trip,” I offered.

“I’ve got a list.”

“Read it to me, or send it, and I’ll see.”

“I’d rather discuss it in person.”

“I wouldn’t.”

Reggie made a sound that reminded me of Jax; it was half snarl, half whine. “Look, you don’t have to be so difficult.”

“Send the list, or read it now,” I insisted. There was a silence, then the sound of my brother’s voice as he recited a list of items in a monotone. Nothingg that unusual: several books my father had owned and which were still on the shelves, a few bits of furniture and other odd items, nothing I really wanted to keep. I named amounts, and when Reggie argued, I gave in a little. “I’ll take five percent off for cash.” He countered, and we settled at ten percent, followed with a discussion as to which day.

“I’ll be there on Saturday with a trailer, okay? Have everything ready.”

I agreed and sat down with a bottle of coke to consider what Reggie really wanted. He’d never done anything in his life without a second agenda. The items he’d listed were all family things, true, but they were generic, nothing of real value, nothing unusual, and he’d given in quickly. That wasn’t like him at all. It occurred to me there could be something he hadn’t listed but hoped to collect while he was here. No, if that were so, he could have found it either before the will was read or when he was here for that...

I remembered something then. I’d wondered about it when I came home for the will reading. I’d walked around the place and found the small room attached to the garage was locked ... and Reggie’s old room had been locked, too. The garage room had been where my dad kept his expensive tools. But why was Reggie’s room locked? He’d slept there off and on when he visited Dad, but the last time had been two or three years before Dad died. Reggie had always had something of an obsession about privacy. Could he be keeping something in there, something he wanted to retrieve, and if so, why now?

I had a peaceful night, ate breakfast, fed the animals and let them out, then headed for Reggie’s old room with a diverse collection of household keys from the big brass vase on the mantlepiece. One opened the door, and I started searching. Our house, the central portion, was built in the early eighteen hundreds, and there are three abditories in the oldest part. I knew two were empty and the third now held the machine pistols, but was there a fourth in his room, and if so, where was it and what could be in it?

I found it; it opened the same way as the others, and it had items within. Three were books, pornographic ones, and that was something of an understatement. I left them on the shelf and opened the small tin box beside them. It contained medals, and I snorted in disgust. The name on them was that of the ancestor who’d owned the Lee Enfield. I’d known the medals existed but assumed when I didn’t find them, they’d been sold by my father at some stage.

I shut the box and placed it on the bed. That would go with me. There was a second box, and I opened that to find women’s jewellery. It wasn’t my mother’s; I knew every piece of hers—and had them all. This was expensive but gaudy, the sort of jewellery owned by someone of no taste wanting to make a statement of wealth. Memories floated through my mind. Reggie was almost four years older than I. He’d gone to a boarding school for the next year after the incident, and our paths hadn’t crossed more than briefly again until four years ago, when Dad’s will was read and I was forty-nine. 

But around Reggie’s mid-twenties, there had been a scandal, a salacious story anyhow. Something about a rich older woman; he’d been her toy boy for several years. She’d died from a heart attack—the gossip was about what caused that, leaving him shares in a business—after which he’d gone to work there and done surprisingly well. The rest of her estate had been divided between charities since she had no family left. I grinned suddenly. Reggie had always been one to take advantage of a situation. So, she died one night, and before he called for help, he’d quietly skimmed off the most expensive, less identifiable jewellery. I knew little about jewellery values, but I’d bet Reggie did. 

And then he’d outsmarted himself. He’d brought them here and secreted them along with his porn and the stolen medals. Maybe he’d been so certain he’d get half of this place and could empty the cache at leisure. Did Halford have anything to do with this? He said he was a firearms buyer and his card agreed, but did he buy stolen items on the side? Did Reggie know about the machine pistols, and had he told Halford? Or had there been an agreement that Halford would retrieve the items here if he could?

I left everything, except the medals in the hide; those went to my room. I went out to start lunch while considering things. If Reggie wanted to retrieve his books, he could. As for the jewellery, it didn’t belong to me and never had been in the family, so I had no right to it. It was only an assumption Reggie had stolen it from a dead woman. She could have given it to him, and I had no proof either way. Reggie, I was certain, would have gone to look in his room at the will reading, and he’d have found then, if he hadn’t known before, that it had been locked up. 

With a lawyer in the house, Reggie would never have tried to force the door, and earlier, while Jan lived here, he wouldn’t have wanted to demand time in his old room in case she didn’t have a key. She wouldn’t have stood by and let him break down the door either; she’d have phoned me to ask permission first anyhow, and it was clear I wasn’t supposed to know about this hide or contents. I made up my mind over the next two days, and when Reggie pulled up outside on Saturday, I strolled out to meet him.

I helped him load the items he’d wanted—after he’d paid me and noticing he lingered around his old bedroom’s door—I offered him a cup of coffee and started talking casually. “I see the trailer isn’t full. I don’t suppose there’d be anything in your old bedroom you’d like, too? I think it’s locked, but there’s probably a key somewhere.”

His expression didn’t change, but his eyes flickered. I knew him, and I’d been watching for that. “You haven’t checked in there?”

I shrugged. “What for? As far as I know, only Dad would have been in there for years. He changed the lock, and why he bothered I can’t imagine. Anyhow, anything in there was yours, and so far as I’m concerned, it still is. Help yourself.” Reggie nodded. 

“Guess he didn’t want a burglar stealing anything I had there. But, yeah, I wouldn’t mind having some of my old things.” 

I agreed, made a slight fuss about looking for a key that could fit, eventually produced it from the brass vase, and handed it to him.

“Get whatever’s there, all of it if you like. Call me if you need a hand.”

His “Thanks,” was grudging.

I left him to it, and once he was gone, I went to look at his room. It was stripped; right down to the curtains, carpet, and a chipped china dog he’d won at a fair when he was twelve. Nothing I hadn’t expected; more interestingly, the abditory was empty, too. I’d been careful to leave it exactly as it had been, baring my removal of the tin box of medals. I thought Reggie would have believed Dad responsible for that and may have assumed that was why the new door lock. I grinned. Reggie didn’t like trouble if it could be avoided. He’d always preferred matters where he could get someone to act for him—which brought Halford to mind again

As for the medals ... I’d never married, had no children, and while our family tended to the healthy and us women dying of old age in our nineties, I’d rather the medals had a good home now in case Reggie came back. I knew of just the place, a small war museum specializing in artifacts and histories from the two World wars as they appertained to our area. I went there a week later and offered them the medals free, in return for a note to the Canada Revenue Agency so I could claim them as a donation at valuation. The curator was delighted and accepted on the spot. 

And privately, I also gave the curator a signed witnessed letter to say I had right of their disposal. The witness was my lawyer. A copy was with him, too, so if Reggie ever found out where the medals had gone, he couldn’t claim them. I went home, planted six more fruit trees and five nut trees; I also widened the potato patch. I’d also bought packets of seeds that were guaranteed to be viable for ten years.

In another seven and a half years when I turned sixty, I planned to cut back on paid work; that’d be easier if I had free fruit, nuts, and vegetables. As it was, I had eggs, milk, and some of the meat I ate. Add those extra planted items, and my food bill would be reduced substantially once the trees grew. In a phone call with Jan, she suggested berries. It seemed a good idea, so I spent the weekend building a berry house and planting raspberries and blueberries. I liked both, and they would go well with the goat’s milk.

After that, I rested. Well, apart from looking after the animals, and doing my design work. But I had more time to read and did so, which led in turn to a second trip to Lethbridge where they were having a book sale. I bought a lot of books there: adventure, SF/F, mysteries, animal books and some non-fiction. They had reams of blank paper, too, and I picked up a boxful. I went home with almost a hundred books, ranging from new to really old, and was doubly happy when our town had a library sale soon after. One of the women’s groups added a stall of used books beside the library, and I attended library and stall with a pocket full of cash. I went home, noting that if I did this again and kept many of my purchases, I should buy new shelving, too. 

Two days later, I had something else on my mind. I’d picked up a cold of some sort, and I was miserable. My throat hurt badly, my nose ran; I felt hot, cold, nauseated, and dizzy. I must have picked that up in Lethbridge, I thought. I ignored my misery long enough to drive to the doctor who handed me a prescription for the new antibiotic, Allodaxin. 

“I thought antibiotics weren’t used for colds?”

“That,” the doctor said irritably, “is true, but you don’t have a cold.” I’d have asked more, but he was calling for the next patient, and I left with my prescription. That worked, and the whatever it was, was gone in days, to my relief

Meanwhile, summer was a third gone, and I was standing at the kitchen window one afternoon when in the distance, I saw a police car driving down the dirt road towards my house. The car halted by the front door, and a tall figure in police uniform got out and knocked. I’d been home almost a year by then; I’d never had even a parking ticket, and I could deny knowledge of the pistols. I could claim I hadn’t known about the abditory, and my father must have hidden them there, or ever my grandfather. I opened the door, smiled politely, and waited to hear what was wanted. 

“Constable Peters, are you Miss Vera Thomson?” I nodded. “I need to speak to you on a firearms matter. May I come in?” I indicated he could, led him to the kitchen, offered coffee, poured two mugs, and sat down after handing his coffee to him.

“How can I help you?”

“I believe you have an antique Lee Enfield, a .303? There’s no problem; it’s registered and has a certificate. I just need to verify you still have it.” His voice was pleasant, but his eyes were watchful and ice-cold. I forced myself to stay relaxed.

“Yes, my father had one; it’s a family heirloom, and legal as you say. It dates to the First World War, so it’s classified as an antique. Do you want to see it?” He nodded. I left and returned with the rifle. He checked it against a paper and handed it back.

“Thank you. Now, have you any other firearms?”

I looked blank. “No, that’s been in the family generations now; we stopped thinking of it as a firearm; it’s just an heirloom.” 

“And it’s the only one you have?”

Mischief welled up in me. “Well, there’s others.” His gaze sharpened.

“Such as?”

“Well, the sideboard in the dining room is about three hundred years old, and then there’s a Zulu assegai in the lounge that’s said to have come from Roarkes Drift. And my brother took everything from his bedroom a couple of months ago. I don’t know what he had in there; I think his blanket box was old, from the late eighteen hundreds anyway.”

He stared. “I asked about firearms.”

I contradicted him gently. “No, I said the Lee Enfield was an heirloom and you asked if I had others.”

His look was pure exasperation. “I meant firearms; do you have any other guns beside the rifle?”

I shook my head slowly and looked puzzled. “No, why?”

“It was suggested to us that you had others. Possibly war souvenirs.”

“Not to my knowledge,” I said. “Who suggested this anyhow?”

“Confidential, so you’re telling me that you don’t have any firearms other than this rifle I’ve seen, and which is legal?” I shook my head. “Then you wouldn’t mind allowing me to look around the property?” I shook my head again, and he stood up. I watched as he walked from the room and climbed the stairs; he poked though the spare bedrooms, the linen room, the main bathroom, and peered into Reggie’s empty bedroom. Then he came to what was clearly my bedroom and slowed. Waiting, I thought, for a protest. I said nothing but leaned on the banister and watched. He walked in, opened the wardrobe, the suitcase on top of that, then a drawer full of my underwear. I said nothing, but a tiny snort of amusement escaped me, and I saw a hint of red show on his cheeks. 

He headed downstairs again and out to the garage, where he found the tool room locked. His eyes showed triumph. “Please open this door.” I produced the key and opened the room, keeping my look bland and slightly puzzled. He found a lathe, other expensive tools, but none of them illegal and no firearms. 

He left the room, looked around the array of other outbuildings, and gave up. Temporarily anyway. He remained polite as he left, but his eyes showed dislike and suspicion, and I had a feeling I could see him back again, maybe augmented by others, and I could do without the hassle. I went inside and phoned my lawyer, explained what had happened, mentioned how he’d invaded my bedroom, gratuitously handled my underwear, and wondered if the search had even been legal; yes, I’d agreed, but shouldn’t he have had a warrant and was poking through my underwear acceptable?

I don’t know if he’d had the right to do what he’d done, or if his boss had known in advance, but I heard no more. What I heard was later and from my lawyer, who’d asked a few tart questions of my policeman’s superior and given a warning about harassing a woman who lived alone and had never broken a law in her life. That seemed to have been sufficient, or possibly the man who came had gone beyond his mandate and his superior was worried about legal trouble. Whether it might have escalated, I didn’t know, but a week after that visit, things started to happen in the town and immediate area that gave everyone something else to think about, and which would result in a change of circumstances so radical that we all had far different worries to keep us occupied.
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Chapter Three
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For me, it started with an ambulance siren screaming past one afternoon. I took little notice beyond wondering if it was sickness or accident. I’d been shopping the day before, didn’t plan to go in again for a week at least, and it could have nothing to do with me. I was wrong there, but it would take that week for me to find out.

I spent most of the next seven days on Zoom to a woman in central Australia who wanted a cabin she’d bought to be designed as a photography studio. I found it interesting and spent time on it beyond normal working hours. I had the work completed in five days; the woman paid, posting a lyrical review, and I decided to go shopping on Thursday in two days’ time. I didn’t need a lot, so I used my e-bike and its trailer. Jax came with me, trotting happily alongside, and we were barely a mile out of town when he abruptly diverged to a car by the road. He barked, paused, and then sat back and howled. A long, eerie wail that had me dropping the bike and running to him.

My gaze followed his, and I saw the driver sitting there, his body held upright by a full safety belt, but his head lolling back against the headrest, his eyes staring. I took a slow, deep breath as my heartbeat went crazy. I didn’t know what had happened to him, but I knew one thing for sure; he hadn’t survived it. I tried the door, it opened, and I touched his throat with two fingers; no, he was gone, in fact, and I straightened in shock as the knowledge sank in. His skin was cold; he wasn’t only dead, he’d been that way for hours at least ... so how come no one had seen him and done something about it already?

I grabbed my phone, punched in “emergency,” and waited. A message that had me staring down at the item I held came through: “This service is currently overloaded; please try again later. This service is currently overloaded, please try...” I cleared the number and redialled. “This service is currently overloaded...” I checked the number. This was the number for emergencies; how could it be overloaded? I tried a third time. “This service is currently...” There had to be something wrong with their phone. Better make a report in person; the ambulance station was this side of town, and I could go there. I shut the car door carefully, mounted my bike, and raced to the building I knew.

Jax and I arrived there minutes later. I left the bike by the front door, ran inside, and hammered on the counter, calling: “Help, someone, there’s a man dead in a car down the road. Someone...?” No reply, not just that, but you know how you can feel when a place is empty; well, that’s how the ambulance station felt. Not just empty, but as if no one had been in there for a day—or more. But that couldn’t be. Someone had to be here, and I was going to find them. I opened the front door, pointed to my bike, and looked at Jax. “Guard.” Obediently, he walked over and sat by it. Okay, it’d be safe until I returned.

I walked behind the counter; there was a door into the building’s interior, and while a sign said “staff only,” I was going in, and that was that. I opened the door, called, heard no answer, and marched through. There were two ambulances. I walked past them and called again, louder. No reply. I circled, looking into adjacent rooms. No one. But that was ridiculous. I walked back past the nearest ambulance and glanced casually into it. A woman looked back. Mute, blind-eyed, and unseeing. I staggered back against the other vehicle feeling faint. Something bad had happened, something awful, something I didn’t understand, but.... 

I didn’t remember moving but found myself outside with Jax. I should go to another emergency service, the police. They’d know what to do. I climbed onto the bike and headed downtown. The police station was there; they’d fix everything. I walked out of the station some ten minutes later and stood staring down the street. Jax whined softly, and one of his front paws patted at my knee. He could probably smell my distress, and it was upsetting him. I was upset too. Why had I come into town? Oh, yes. I needed a few things. That Australian customer had paid. I’d get the cash out and go shopping.

I headed for the bank, used the ATM, and something suggested I take out as much as was permissible. I added my security code, then stood there with a massive wad of notes in one hand while my mind went sluggishly into another gear. Shopping? Okay. The nearest supermarket was half a block from here. Best not to leave the bike, though. I mounted and rode it to their car park—empty, chained it to a bar, and went in. The supermarket, too, was empty, but the shelves all seemed to be stocked as usual. I collected a trolley and shopped. I didn’t bother with my list. I kept buying whatever occurred to me until the trolley was full; then I headed for the checkout and ran into another problem.

There was no one on duty. I couldn’t walk out without paying; that’d be theft. But I wasn’t leaving without what I had. God, what was wrong with me today? I seemed to have so much trouble making up my mind. Pay? Yes, the register. I went around to the staff side; the power was on. I tapped in my trolley’s contents, the register gave me a total, I opened the drawer, put in the amount listed, printed out my receipt, stowed that away, returned to the trolley, and wheeled that out to the car park. With care and concentration, I managed to fit my purchases into the bike trailer, climbed on, and started moving. 

I glanced sideways, the bookshop. An hour after that, I reluctantly left the shelves—so nice no one had complained about my bringing Jax in; normally, the owner refused. I had five new books, oh, and the library. More books. I added those to the bike’s front basket and headed home. An odd trip; no one around, but I’d shopped, I had books, more cash, and I’d even been able to have Jax in all the places I’d been. I could go home and get on with other things. I glanced at a car parked just out of town as I passed it; I’d left word with the ambulance service and the police. They’d get to that when they could. It wasn’t as if there was much they could do for the poor guy. 

When I arrived back, Sooty came to meet me. I fed him, gave Jax a dog biscuit, and settled down with a new book. I read for an hour, got up to put together a cold lunch, and went back to the book. I finished it around six-thirty and started dinner. I’d picked up several pizzas from the supermarket’s coolers and I had only to halve one of them and nuke it in the microwave. I wandered off to bed about eleven, already well into one of the library books.

On Friday morning, after I’d gotten up, had breakfast, and done the usual chores, I decided to start on the next design project. I opened the computer and found emails, deleted most as generic garbage, but there was one from Jan. Oh, good. I opened that, read it, and sat immobile as I digested the contents. It had been sent forty hours ago. Some sort of joke, I guessed. Or maybe she’d been roleplaying, and I’d got it accidentally.

Dear friends,

I’m sending this so you’ll know. Dave and I have the virus. Thank God the type we have is mostly quick and painless. The city’s a wasteland; most people are dead or dying; there isn’t even looting because it hit the areas where that would happen hardest and first. Dave’s mother died last night, and my parents went the day before. From that, we’re guessing that now is time to send this before we’re too weak to do anything we need to. 

My dad shot his animals. We went there when he phoned and buried him and them and brought his gun back. Dave is going to shoot Jojo, our cat, and Marli and Alice, the dogs, tonight. We’ll bury them, lock up the house, go to bed, and take his mum’s painkillers. That way, we go together before things get too unpleasant. We’ll leave a spare key under the Bastet statue in the back porch. If you make it here, help yourself to anything of ours and remember us.

That part was sent to everyone. I counted nine names, including mine. I knew some and identified two as old school friends Jan had been closer to than I was. Then there was a postscript addressed to me.

Vee, 

I should have phoned, but this hit so fast, and we were so busy I didn’t think, and Dave says better to let it go. You were a good friend, Vee. I know you let me rent your place cheaply because you knew I couldn’t afford more. So yesterday, I cleared my bank account and put some of it and a few other things into a bag in the spare bedroom ceiling. If you ever get here, that’s for you. I’ve valued your friendship. I hope you make it; if you do, remember me,

Jan

I reread it, and very slowly, it sank in. There was some sort of deadly virus; it was killing people. I rarely bothered to watch the news, and I’d been so busy with that studio design in the last week I hadn’t watched TV. I’d played a couple of movies and read, but that was it. It seeped into me that the man I’d tried to get help for had been a victim. The supermarket, bookshop, and library hadn’t minded Jax because no one was there to mind. And that was probably because they were all dead, dying at home, or maybe running for their lives in the hope they’d find someplace that didn’t have this virus.

I now understood I’d been in mental shutdown since I found the dead man in his car, and that had been added to every step of the way after that. I hadn’t temporarily been able to cope, so I’d ignored anything unusual and gone about things as if they were the same, only making compromises where I had to. Such as groceries and buying books. My subconscious hadn’t allowed me to walk away without paying. I read Jan’s letter a third time and felt a burst of sorrow. She was gone, and how many others I’d known? I sat back in my computer chair to consider.

If all this was true, then how far did it go? Was this worldwide, what was the death rate, and why wasn’t I sick? I went back to the computer and chased up news media from a week ago. I watched or read as announcements were made. Once I’d seen some of that from the beginning to yesterday, I summed it up to Jax who was sitting beside me.

“It started a week ago. A few cases, then more, and worse every day after that. The medical guy they interviewed thought there’d be some who weren’t hit as hard or were immune. He thought the virus was a Staph A mutation.” My voice slowed as I remembered. “In his opinion, some who’d had a minor form of that and been treated with the right antibiotic would be okay, depending on how long ago. Guess what, Jax. That was what I had. I thought it was just some sort of cold at first.”

But, my mind added. The doctor gave you allodaxin, you queried him, and he said it wasn’t a cold. If that had been the virus, I could be immune to it now. Jan, Dave, and their parents had killed their animals to save them from a far worse death of starvation or being killed by larger predators. At least if I were immune, I wouldn’t have to do that to Jax and Sooty, or to the horses, the goats, the sheep, the hens, and geese...  

On the other hand, I read books. One of the subgenres my dad had enjoyed was what were now known as post-apocalypse—known earlier as post-holocaust—and he had a shelfful. I’d read them all. Not that recently, but I could recall one of the main themes, that when civilization fell over, when there was no law, you had to depend on yourself. I was reminded of an old saying: That when all guns were outlawed, only outlaws would have guns.

I looked at my watch. It was almost midday. I went downstairs, ate cold pizza, drank coke, and went quietly to my bedroom. There I opened the abditory, removed both machine pistols from where I’d transferred them and their ammunition, and loaded them. If there was no law—and there’d been no police at the station—then if there was trouble, I’d have to deal with it. If I hid or ran, I could lose my animals, my home, even my life, and I wasn’t going to do that. I loaded the old Lee Enfield, too, and placed it in the kitchen where I could grab it at a second’s notice—so long as I was nearby.

I sat in the sofa downstairs, Sooty on my lap, and stroked Jax’s ears where he leaned against my knees. I needed up-to-date information about local conditions. The local radio station was silent. There seemed to be no news programmes on TV. If I used the Landcruiser, I’d be safer than on the e-bike. Should I take Jax or leave him here? But if looters came with guns ... I left Sooty outside; he wouldn’t go to anyone he didn’t know, and outside he could run or hide and be safer than if he was in a house. I knew from news items that when there were riots or looting, buildings were often set on fire. Jax was pleased to be going for a ride and hopped into the front seat with a wide doggy grin. 

I drove down my road, turned left, and two miles further out of town, I turned in again. Old Tom Brayden lived here. It was the last acre of what had once been a large farm he’d owned, but he’d done a deal with the buyers. He sold them the whole place at a reasonable price, but he had what had been a worker’s two-bedroom cottage and the acre around it for his lifetime. Once he died, it was theirs, but that had suited both sides, and he’d been there for nine years, often acting as a free caretaker when they were away. He was seventy-one, and I’d heard he hadn’t been well lately, but he wasn’t a man to attack a neighbour for no reason, and he liked dogs. I knocked, heard footsteps, and he opened the door, greeted Jax who was pushing a nose into the old man’s hand, and nodded to me.

“Miss Thomson. Nice to see you. Come in.” I obeyed, followed him to the kitchen, sat, accepted coffee, and waited while he looked at me. “1918 all over again.” he said in a tone of quiet sorrow. That rang a bell, and I recalled there’d been a major epidemic of some sort then. “Aye,” he nodded to himself. “I remember my granddad telling me about it. Awful it was. Whole families gone in a day; never thought I’d
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