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The signal had been burning for seventy-three days.

Eleanor stood at the edge of the white cliffs, her feet planted in the chalky soil that had once been a sheep pasture, now gone wild with purple heather and yellow gorse. The wind whipped her grey-streaked hair across her face, and she tasted salt on her lips—the same salt that had been in her mouth since the day the world ended, though she could no longer remember precisely when that had been. The calendar in her mind had gone soft at the edges, the days bleeding into one another like watercolors left in the rain.

Below her, the English Channel churned with its ancient violence, gray-green and indifferent to the fate of the woman who stood above it. Somewhere beyond that horizon lay France, and beyond France, the rest of the dying world. She had not seen another human face in three years, not since the last of her village had succumbed to the fever that swept through like a scythe through wheat. She had buried them all—Thomas, who had been a baker and who had taught her to make sourdough with his grandmother's starter; Margaret, the retired nurse who had delivered Eleanor's own children, though those children were long gone now, grown and vanished into the chaos of the early days; and little Peter, who had been only seven when the electricity died, and who had somehow survived until he was nine, long enough to learn to read by candlelight and to ask Eleanor questions about the world that she could no longer answer.

She had buried them in the churchyard, next to the graves of people who had died a hundred years ago, and she had spoken words over their bodies that she hoped were close enough to prayers to matter. Then she had been alone.

For a year she had wandered the empty countryside, moving from farmhouse to farmhouse, village to village, finding tinned food that was still edible, finding bottled water that had not yet gone stagnant, finding books that she read and reread until the pages fell apart in her hands. She had walked through London, which had become a city of bones and rust, the great buildings standing like monuments to a species that had reached too high and fallen too far. She had seen the lions in Trafalgar Square, the empty buses on Oxford Street, the weeds pushing through the cracks in the pavement like nature's slow reclamation of what had always been hers.

And then, on a cold morning in November, she had climbed to the top of a hill in Cornwall and seen it: a signal fire, burning on the distant coast.

She had not believed it at first. The mind plays tricks when you've been alone too long, conjures companions out of shadows, turns the wind into voices. She had learned to ignore the whispers, to walk past the places where she thought she saw movement, to accept that she was the last. But the fire had persisted, and the next day, and the next, and finally she had walked toward it, her legs carrying her across fifty miles of abandoned countryside until she reached the cliff where the signal was coming from.

There was no one there. Just a cairn of stones, carefully built, with a fire pit at its center that was still smoking. And a note, weighted down with a piece of flint, written in a hand that was trembling but legible:

I am alive. I am going to the island. Follow the coordinates if you can. If you are reading this, you are not alone. You were never alone.

There were coordinates at the bottom of the note, and Eleanor had memorized them even as she felt something crack open in her chest—something that had been frozen for so long she had forgotten it was there. She had looked out at the sea, at the gray horizon where sky met water in an indistinct blur, and she had felt, for the first time in years, the possibility of hope.

But hope was a dangerous thing, and she had not allowed herself to feel it fully. Instead, she had walked back to the farmhouse where she had been staying, gathered what supplies she could carry, and begun building her own signal.

The beacon on the cliffs was her answer to the beacon that had summoned her. She had spent three weeks hauling stones, cutting wood from the wind-bent pines that grew along the coast, building a pyre that would burn for days. She had found a metal barrel and filled it with oil from a rusted tanker truck that had been abandoned on the road to Plymouth, and when she lit it, the flames had shot a hundred feet into the air, visible for miles along the coast.

She had repeated the signal every night for seventy-three nights, each time wondering if anyone was watching, each time wondering if she was just speaking to the void. She had no idea if the person who had left the note was still alive, no idea if the coordinates would lead anywhere, no idea if she had the strength to make the journey.

But she had kept the fire burning, because the alternative was to let it go out, and that was something she could not bear to do.

Now, on the seventy-fourth morning, she stood at the edge of the cliff and watched the sun rise over the Channel. It was a cold sunrise, the kind that winter in England specializes in—pale and watery, the light thin as if it had been strained through gauze. The wind was picking up, and she could smell rain on its breath.

Below her, moored in a sheltered cove that she had discovered on one of her coastal walks, was the boat she had spent the last two months rebuilding. It was a small fishing vessel, perhaps twenty feet long, with a cabin that would sleep one person and a deck that could hold supplies for a week. She had found it beached in a storm, its hull cracked and its engine dead, and she had spent weeks patching it with tar and fibreglass, rebuilding the engine with parts scavenged from other abandoned boats along the coast.

She had named it The Last Hope, which she knew was sentimental, but she had earned the right to sentimentality. She had earned the right to hope, however fragile it might be.

She was not ready to leave yet. There was still one more thing she needed to do.

The crown sat on a rock beside her, its metal surface tarnished and dull. She had made it herself, in the early days after the world ended, when the last remnants of government had still been trying to impose order. They had appointed her as some kind of regional administrator, because she had been a teacher once, and teachers were supposed to know how to lead. She had worn the crown to remind herself that she had been given a responsibility, that someone had believed she could hold things together.

She had held them together for as long as she could. She had organised food distribution, kept the water supply flowing, mediated disputes between neighbours who had never needed to mediate before. She had done her best to be a leader, to be the steady hand that people needed in a world that was falling apart.

And when the last of them died, she had kept the crown. She had worn it sometimes, when she was alone, as a reminder of what she had been and what she had lost. She had worn it as a promise that she would not give up, that she would keep fighting even when there was no one left to fight for.

But now, standing on the edge of the cliff, looking out at the vast ocean that lay between her and the coordinates on the note, she understood that the time for crowns was over. The time for pretending to be something she was not was over. She was just a woman, alone in a dead world, trying to find a reason to go on.

She lifted the crown from the rock and held it in her hands. It was heavier than she remembered, though that might just have been the weight of everything it represented. She turned it over, studying the intricate metalwork she had done herself—the spiralling patterns, the small gemstones she had set into the surface, the inscription she had engraved in the band: Fortis et Fidelis. Strong and faithful.

She had been strong. She had been faithful. She had done everything she could, and it had not been enough.

But there was another world waiting, perhaps, beyond the horizon. There were other people, other survivors, other hands reaching out in the darkness. And if she was going to reach back, she had
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