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Chapter One
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A dog stepped from behind the log-jam of abandoned vehicles. Its fur bristled and its lips drew back to reveal pointed teeth the colour of parchment. A low growl, like an idling two-stroke engine, sounded in its throat. It began to advance.

The boy shuffling down the road noticed the dog and stopped in his tracks. The vague, unfocused expression on the boy’s face grew a little sharper. His brow drew into a frown and he closed his mouth. A line of spittle ran down his chin and onto a stinking hooded jacket that might once have been red. The frown deepened as he tried to think past the fog shrouding his mind. He shook his head and a memory or an instinct—little more than a snippet—emerged. 

Snarling dog: danger.

The dog wasn’t large, but wiry, terrier-like. Short brown fur looked coarse to the touch, like coconut matting. Its stomach brushed the ground as it moved forward in a crouch. Sharp teeth glistened with saliva. Intent eyes. Feral. It was within ten yards of the boy and closing.

Fear caused adrenaline to flood the boy’s system, driving away a little more of the fog. He tore his gaze from the dog and glanced to each side. To his left lay pavement, garden walls and terraced houses. To his right a line of cars, bumper to bumper. The cars were closer.

He looked back at the dog. It was on him. When it leapt, he darted to his right. 

The dog twisted in mid-air to follow the boy’s movement and snagged his jacket. Its teeth clenched in the filthy cloth and it hung on grimly, its body swinging round to thump into the boy’s legs.

The boy felt the dog’s claws scrabbling at his thighs and shrieked. He clambered onto the bonnet of the nearest car. His jacket tore, sending the dog to the ground. It was immediately onto its feet, shaking its head to dislodge the strip of cloth from its jaws. It leapt again and gained the bonnet, claws scratching the surface as it strove for purchase.

The boy leaned back against the car’s windscreen, trying desperately to find a grip for his hands. He lifted his left leg and swung it in an arc, nearly falling off the car in the process. His foot connected with the dog’s rump, not with sufficient force to hurt the animal, but enough to ensure its forward momentum carried it off the bonnet and to the ground the other side. Without waiting to see what the dog would do next, the boy turned and scrambled onto the roof of the car. He rose unsteadily to his feet.

The dog jumped at the side of the car, barking in high-pitched yelps. From somewhere behind the boy came an answering bark, gruffer and deeper. 

The boy’s fear rose a notch or two. At the same time, whatever kept him in this area, this suburb of London—yes, London, he realised, he was in London—whatever kept him working like a chain-ganger each day, carrying and clearing and burning until his arms and legs and back also burned, until he was fit for nothing except to retire to his stinking bed and dream of shifting, terrible shapes wreathed in darkness, whatever enslaved him to this place and bound him to perform this ceaseless work, lifted. Though fog still clouded his mind like a peasouper for which this city had once been notorious, the compulsion that shackled him to remain had been broken.

He took a deep breath, turned and slid back down the windscreen to the bonnet of the car. The dog’s yelps grew frantic and a booming bark answered. Louder; closer. Without waiting to see if the dog would leap back onto the bonnet, or for his larger-sounding friend to appear, the boy stepped onto the boot of the next car and clambered to the roof. He ran and scrambled and slithered forward to the next car, and the next, until he reached jumbled wreckage completely blocking this side of the road. The side which the dog was on.

He crawled over the roof of a car that had slewed across the road and imbedded itself in a garden wall, then sat on the roof so he could slide down to the ground. As he pushed off with his hands, the boy’s trousers caught on a jagged piece of metal and he ripped them free, tearing a gouge in his right calf. He drew in a sharp breath and the dog’s yelps grew more frenzied, as if it could smell blood.

The boy slipped to the ground and heard a thud as the dog threw itself at the other side of the car. The deeper bark sounded again, so close that if he turned around and peered over the wreckage, the boy would be able to see its owner. 

He didn’t look. Instead, limping slightly, he ran.

* * *
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The door to the hotel suite opened and two people emerged into the corridor. It was difficult to tell beneath the thick outdoor coat he wore, but the man gave the impression of muscularity and carried himself with an easy grace. His companion came almost to his shoulder. She, too, wore an outdoor coat and was busy tying its belt around her ample waist. As they walked down the corridor towards the staircase, she extracted a woollen hat from her coat pocket and pulled it over her dark curls.

The man nodded approvingly. “You’ll need that out there. It’s a cold one.” He spoke in a cultured, east-coast American accent.

“I think I’ll cope, Jason,” the woman said. Her accent was also American, with a hint of southern drawl. “After all, you don’t get to spend every Christmas in New York City and not know how to stand the cold. Still, I miss the Florida sun.” She sighed wistfully.

“Yup, you’re not the only one. Will you return to Florida after the Great Coming, Milandra?”

“Most certainly.” Maybe to grow old she added, but only to herself.

They descended the stairs—the lifts had been disabled to save power—and made their way through the hotel lobby to the exit. The main doors were operational now that the hotel had been wired up to a generator and opened with a swish, letting in a gust of icy air. Milandra gasped and her cheeks began to tingle. It felt good.

Jason Grant led the way. Milandra followed in her peculiar rolling gait. They stepped cautiously, for the pavements glistened in the pale sunlight, the temperature not climbing high enough to melt their frosty coating. 

Although most of the British Isles, and much of London, lay empty and silent, inhabited only by formerly domesticated animals, and vermin that feasted on rotting corpses, this part of London, centred on the airport and spreading outwards in a radius of three miles, was a relative hive of activity. Buildings had been emptied of the dead and contaminated matter: sopping mattresses, stained carpets and the like. Bodies and bedding were being incinerated in open parkland to the north-west that had become known as the Burning Fields. If the wind was in the right or, more accurately, wrong direction, the acrid smell could be detected faintly in the vicinity of the airport. 

The roads here had been cleared of abandoned vehicles, allowing uninterrupted access for delivery of food and drink foraged from houses, hotels and warehouses. Other goods were being collected: diesel and petrol to power the generators and fleet of vehicles, paraffin and lighter fluid for use in the Burning Fields, medical supplies for treating injured drones, and fire extinguishers. If electrical fires did break out when the Grid serving the city was turned back on, they wanted to be prepared. 

The occasional car and van passed them, the drivers tooting and waving. Grant ignored them, but Milandra waved back, enjoying being in the fresh air and exercising her legs. She was almost disappointed when Grant turned off the road into a fenced compound.

“This was a park and ride for airport passengers,” he said. “Once we cleared the automobiles out, it gave us plenty of room.”

They walked through the open gates and past the low building that had served as both security entrance and site office. When the vast space behind the building came into view, Milandra gave a low whistle.

“You have been busy,” she murmured.

Lined up in ranks, like soldiers awaiting inspection, were more than fifty large vehicles. The red bodywork of double-decker buses glinted softly in the sunlight, lined up alongside an assortment of single-deckers, some white, some blue, others black. Two lumbering yellow bulldozers raised their buckets to the sky in salute, next to two squat municipal vehicles with chutes leading from their tanker-like interiors almost to the ground. A low flatbed truck stood firm under the weight of the caterpillar-tracked crane sitting on its back.

Grant began to list the vehicles, ticking them off on his fingers. “Thirty-two genuine London buses. There’s plenty more if we need them, but these are in the best working condition. Almost brand new, some of them. Twenty assorted single-deckers; they call them ‘coaches’ over here. Again, there’s more if we need them. Ditto condition. Two bulldozers to ensure the way is clear. One crane. And two salt trucks. The Brits call them ‘gritters’. Hadn’t thought about getting some of those, but they were standing about, already full of rock salt.” He shrugged. “Might as well put them to use.”

“Those bulldozers and the truck with the crane, they’ll be slow,” said Milandra. 

“Yup. That’s why we’re sending them out first thing in the morning. There are jerry cans of diesel on the truck so they can refuel as needed. The salt trucks will leave the evening before the buses and coaches. If there’s a heavy overnight frost or even light snow, the buses shouldn’t be held up.”

Milandra heard a noise behind her and turned to see the door to the office building open and a man emerge. He walked towards them, a portly fellow with a ruddy complexion.

“Thought I ’eard voices,” he said. He nodded at Grant. “Jason.” He smiled at Milandra.

“This is Rodney Wilson,” said Grant to Milandra.

“Rod will do,” said Wilson. “And you’re Milandra. Never ’ad the pleasure, so to speak, but I recognise you from the Commune.” He spoke in the accent of a Londoner, dropping his aitches with abandon. 

“Pleased to meet you, Rod,” said Milandra. “So you’re the gentleman who knew where to get these splendid double-deckers?”

Wilson nodded, his smile growing wider. Milandra found herself taking an instant liking to the man. “Worked for London Transport for over fifty years, man and... man. Course, ’ad to move about a bit and change identities to stop them getting suspicious. But I’ve driven these buses for years. Could drive them in me sleep.”

“How long?” asked Milandra. “To train other drivers?”

“Well, the ’ow is the easy part, ain’t it?” said Wilson. “That’ll take seconds. But I can’t implant practical experience. That can only be acquired manually. They’ll need to get a feel for their handling. Don’t want anybody toppling one on an icy bend, do we? Hmm, let’s see...” His brow beetled in thought. “Seven days. Five if you’re in an ’urry.”

Milandra considered for a moment. “Make it five,” she said. She turned to Grant. “Let’s get the Deputies together. We need to decide how many we’re going to send.”

* * *
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The girl raised a hand and gingerly explored her forehead. Her hair, normally silky and fine, felt thick and matted. It crackled under her fingers, reminding her of the crust which kept forming on her eyelids during the fever. The skin beneath her hair was sore to the touch, causing her to wince, and she could make out a ridge and indentation that hadn’t been there before.

Before.

Before what? She could remember sitting on the seafront in Looe, huddled against the winter wind, watching the waves and gulls. Then something had happened, something that gave her a purpose, inexplicable though it might have been. Until that moment, she had been adrift, doing nothing but forage, eat and sleep. Her thoughts had been dark; terror her only friend, terror that she was the only one left alive. 

It hit her like a slap and she’d cried out, startling a gull that had been regarding her with a yellow, alien eye. A sensation of someone—some thing—invading her mind, psychic tentacles encircling, grasping, squeezing... 

It did not last long, probably only moments, too quick for her to attempt to resist, though she sensed with a teenager’s frank appraisal that resistance would have been futile. The presence withdrew, leaving behind a notion. No, stronger than that: a compulsion. 

She delayed only to throw together a small backpack with some food and water. She returned home only to fetch her bike from the garage. She did not enter the house. Her parents would still be lying on their bed where she had left them, hands entwined, heads tilted towards each other. Her brother would be beneath his duvet that she had drawn up to cover his rapidly-cooling brow. She had fled the house after her father, the last to go, had taken his final wheezing breath. Coughing and spluttering, she sought refuge in a nearby hotel. Finding an unoccupied room with an en-suite bathroom, she locked the door, retired to bed and rode out her own storm. 

Days—weeks?—later, when she returned for her bike, she could not bear to go into the house. She had been in many others that contained corpses, and would never become accustomed to the sweet stench. She did not want to associate it with her own family.

Mounting the bike, she pedalled away, heading north-east out of Cornwall, and didn’t once glance back. 

It took her five days to reach the outskirts of London. Still weak from what she could only assume was a brush with the Millennium Bug, she tired easily and stopped frequently to rest. If the compulsion to press on hadn’t been so strong, she would have holed up for a few days and regained her strength. As it was, after only a few hours’ rest each time, it drove her back to the saddle. Any unease she might have felt about the compulsion and where it had come from was itself subsumed into the imperative to reach London and Hillingdon Hospital.

On the fifth evening, close to exhaustion and her destination, it started to snow. Half-blinded by gritty flakes, she ducked off the main road into what she imagined would be a leafy suburb in summertime, but was now a darkening maze of forbidding brick houses. 

The third door she tried was stiff, but opened under her shove to a musty, unlived-in smell, though blessedly free of the saccharine odour of death. Wheeling the bike into the hallway, she forced the door closed behind her.

And that is where her memory of before ended. 

* * *
[image: image]


Fewer than twenty miles from John o’Groats (often regarded, wrongly, as the most northerly tip of mainland Britain), lies the estuary town of Wick. Originally a Viking settlement, the town held a population of around eight thousand people when the Millennium Bug arrived and wiped out most of them. The remaining few headed south to London, summoned in a peremptory fashion they were powerless to ignore.

Now the town played temporary home to four people, and only two of them were human in the generally accepted sense. This bitter January afternoon found these two sitting before a crackling log fire in a waterfront hotel.

Ceri Lewis clenched her hands together and extended her arms until her knuckles cracked. She sighed.

“Warming up nicely,” she remarked.

Tom Evans nodded. “That wind outside is biting. If it’s this cold here, what does he think it will be like in the middle of the North Sea?” 

“Hmm. He does seem set on leaving as soon as he’s identified a suitable boat.”

“Well, I’m no sailor. And you said you hate the water...”

“I can swim a little, but I hate going out of my depth. The thought of crossing an entire sea in anything smaller than a cruise liner gives me the screaming hab-dabs.” She took out a cigarette and lit it, inhaling deeply.

“Whatever he finds, it won’t be a cruise liner, that’s for sure. It’ll have to be small enough to operate on his own, unless she knows how to sail. Otherwise, it’ll have to be something with a reliable engine and enough fuel to reach Denmark or whatever’s the closest.”

“He mentioned Norway.”

Tom grunted. “I could do with a drink. Fancy one?”

“Vodka, please. Orange or tonic if you can find any.” 

Tom rose and walked to the bar. Ceri heard glasses clinking and the fizz of bottle tops being removed. She gazed at the flames, momentarily lost in her own dark thoughts.

She blinked and took the glass that Tom handed to her. He resumed his place in the armchair next to hers, clutching a glass of amber liquid.

Ceri took a sip of her drink.

“Hmm,” she murmured. “That’s found the spot. Thanks.”

The spirit’s warmth hit her stomach and spread, finishing the job started by the fire. She leaned back in the chair, taking small sips from the glass and deep drags on the cigarette. 

It took her a moment to realise that Tom had spoken.

“Sorry?” she said. “I was miles away.”

“I said, what are we going to do about her?” Tom nodded towards the oak staircase which led from the lounge to the hotel’s guest rooms.

“Do? I’m not sure we’re going to do anything, are we?”

“We can’t simply...” Tom sat forward. “Ceri, she tried to kill us.” 

“Not according to Peter. He says she saved our lives.”

“I know that’s what he says. But she set out to kill us. With that bloke...”

“Bishop.”

“Whatever. I don’t see how we can trust her. And Dusty won’t go near her.” 

Ceri glanced at the black dog stretched out on a rug alongside the hearth. He was fast asleep, his paws twitching.

“Dusty won’t go near Peter, either,” she said. “But you trust him, don’t you?”

Tom shrugged. 

“Mind you,” Ceri continued, “it might help if she would start speaking. Other than thanking us every time we feed her, I’ve not heard her utter a word.”

“Me neither.” Tom drained his glass. “’Nother?”

“Why the heck not.”
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Chapter Two
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The boy’s limp grew more pronounced. His breath came hot and harsh, scratching his throat. His chest heaved with exertion. Eyes darting from side to side, he moved in a stumbling trot, looking for somewhere to hide. To be safe. 

Clarity had pierced the haze enshrouding his thoughts sufficiently for him to know that if he stayed in the open he would die, but not enough to show him that all he needed to do was to hole up in one of the terraced houses he was passing. 

A bark sounded from somewhere behind him. Another answered. Then a howl made him increase his pace, despite the pain in his calf. 

He stumbled to the end of the street and stopped, leaning against a car, trying to catch his breath. Another bark made him glance back the way he had come. Droplets of blood in a crimson trail led away from him. The right cuff of his trousers felt heavy and damp. At the end of the street, maybe a hundred yards away, an animal appeared. It stood and stared at him. Bigger, considerably bigger, than the dog which had attacked him earlier. A wolf? 

Alsatian. The word popped to the front of his mind from behind the misty veil. He didn’t wonder what it meant, merely accepted it was what pursued him. 

Another dog appeared, black and sleek. Then another: an old friend, wiry-haired and mean.

When the two dogs drew abreast of it, the Alsatian set off in an easy lope towards him, the others close behind. They must have sensed they didn’t need to hurry now; he was almost spent.

He pulled himself upright and lurched across the road towards the row of houses which ran at a right angle to the street from which he’d emerged. He almost tripped on the kerb at the other side, but managed to correct himself in time. A hot flare went off in his calf and fresh warmth trickled to his foot. 

The notion of entering a house and closing the door had still not occurred to him. It was merely that he was already running towards the house, and his leg hurt more when he turned, that made him continue on through the open garden gate and up the concrete path to the front door.

Instinct made him grab the worn brass knob and twist it. Nothing happened. 

He glanced back. The dogs had almost reached the junction; would do so in a few more easy strides.

He half-turned, wincing at the stab of pain in his leg, and stumbled along the front of the house. A waist-high hedge separated the property from next door. He pushed through it, tearing his trousers some more, crying out at the searing heat in his calf. 

The steam-train sound of the dogs’ panting reached his ears while he fumbled at the door of the next property. It, too, was locked.

Now he could hear the tread of the dogs’ paws on the pavement, the soft thuds of their pads, the clickety-clack of their nails on concrete.

The next property along was separated by a low wall that he almost fell over in his shambling haste. Insight came to him, clear as mountain air: if the third door was locked, he was a goner.

He shuffled past the window to the front door. His hands were slick with sweat and slipped off the door knob. He tried again and it turned, but the door didn’t budge.

A low moan came from his scraped throat and he slid down the door to his knees. When the growls sounded behind him, he brought his arms over his head and fell to his side in the foetal position.

The growls turned to snarls. Grew louder and triumphant.

* * *
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Milandra and the group of four she liked to call her ‘Deputies’ met in her hotel suite. As customary, Milandra occupied an armchair at the head of a horseshoe, the Deputies occupying armchairs placed to complete the formation.

“Okay,” began Milandra, sitting forward. “Let’s talk numbers.”

She looked at Grant. Before he had chance to say anything, Simone Furlong spoke.

“Troy Bishop,” she said in a flat tone. “We want to know what happened.”

Milandra raised her eyebrows at Grant, who shrugged. She looked at each of the other Deputies in turn. 

Simone, also known as the Chosen, returned her gaze, as did George Wallace. Only Lavinia Cram did not hold eye contact. Lavinia glanced down at her lap, seeming to suddenly find something interesting about her hands. 

“What makes you think something’s happened?” asked Milandra.

“Oh, come on!” said Wallace. “We’re not stupid. It’s been weeks since Bishop and Heidler went after the traitor...” He almost spat the last word. “And since then? Nada. What ain’t you telling us?” He glared in turn at Milandra and Grant.

Before Milandra could reply, Simone once more was quicker.

“We looked, but we couldn’t find him,” she trilled in the little girl voice she often used. Milandra was beginning to suspect it was a ruse to make others believe Simone was not playing with a full deck. 

“You looked? All three of you?”

This time even Lavinia held her gaze.

“Yes,” said Wallace. “We looked. And Bishop ain’t there. He’s dead, isn’t he?”

Milandra glanced again at Grant, who nodded slowly. She sighed.

“Okay,” she said. “Yes, Bishop is dead.”

“Heidler’s alive, though,” said Simone. Her eyes narrowed and the little girl pitch had gone from her voice. “We found her, but she was vague. Shadowy.”

“It was like she was dreaming,” said Lavinia. “Not good dreams.”

“Injured,” said Wallace. “Must be why she’s like that. She’s injured. Bad.”

“I don’t know,” said Milandra. “Jason and I haven’t searched for her, and she hasn’t contacted us. But what you say makes sense. If she was badly injured, her thoughts probably would appear shadowy.”

“So,” said Wallace.

Milandra raised her eyebrows.

“So,” he repeated, “who are we going to send after the traitor?”

Milandra shook her head. “We’ve lost two people already going after Ronstadt. Okay, Heidler might not be dead, but we seem to have lost her all the same. I don’t want to risk anyone else. We’ve more important matters to deal with.”

“But we can’t let that fucking traitor walk away.” Wallace’s face was reddening. 

Lavinia grunted in agreement. Simone gazed at the wall above Grant’s head as though she had lost interest in the conversation.

“Milandra’s right,” said Grant. “I know there are more than four and a half thousand of us, but we can’t afford to lose anyone else. Besides, Ronstadt may be halfway to the continent by now.”

“Good riddance!” said Wallace. “Okay. I know the Great Coming is important and all, so the traitor will have to wait. But when it’s over, I’m going after him.”

“If that’s what you must do,” said Milandra. “I won’t try to stop you. He has an entire planet to hide out in, but it’s your choice. However, I don’t want any of you trying to look for him, or the drones that are with him, or Heidler, until after the Great Coming. I don’t think for one moment that Peter Ronstadt is a traitor or that he intends to try to interfere with the Coming...” She ignored Wallace’s abrupt coughing fit. “I don’t think there’s anything he could do to interfere even if he wanted to, but neither do I want to alert him to our plans. And if any of you find him and probe him, you can bet he’ll probe you back. Have I made myself clear?”

Wallace and Lavinia nodded. 

“Simone?”

The Chosen jumped as if startled. “Huh? Oh, yeah, sure. Whatever.”

Milandra leaned back in her chair. It groaned softly under her weight. “Where were we? Yes, numbers. Jason?”

“Okay,” said Grant. “Drones. Last count, we have a little over seven and a half thousand here in London. We keep losing the occasional one or two to dogs, but only when they wander away from where we can protect them. Despite precautions, disease keeps claiming more. But not so many as to become a problem. What is becoming a problem is the rat population. It seems to have exploded. Either that, or they’re coming more into the open without humans around to scare them off. Drones are getting bitten or eating food the rats have contaminated.” He shrugged. “Drones can’t tell bad food from good.” 

Simone tittered.

“Why is that such a problem?” asked Wallace. “It’s not as if we’ll need the drones much longer.”

“True,” said Grant. “But they’ll continue to be useful right up until the Great Coming. Apart from clearing out corpses, we’ve already started them going around switching off electrical appliances in readiness to turn on the Grid. The healthier they are, the more effective they’ll be. And if the rats continue to multiply at their current rate, they’ll become a nuisance to us.”

“Okay,” said Milandra. “You have a solution.” It was a statement, not a question. Milandra knew Grant well.

He nodded. “Small teams of three. It doesn’t take three to control a bunch of rats, but three can watch each other’s backs. The teams clear the immediate area of vermin, then spread out in a widening circle. Clear as much of the city as they can. Any feral dogs they encounter can be dealt with at the same time.”

“The pied pipers of London,” muttered Milandra.

“How will the rats be disposed of?” asked Wallace.

“Well,” said Grant, “I thought of the teams taking poison with them and getting the rats to swallow it, but that will merely create another problem: rotting rat corpses. So maybe they could get the rats to go to the Burning Fields and—”

“Jump into the bonfires!” Simone clapped her hands with glee. “I’m gonna go and watch.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Milandra. “How many teams d’you think will be needed?”

“At least a hundred,” said Grant. “The more, the better.”

“Okay. Let’s say two hundred teams. That’s six hundred people. How many do we have working on the Grid?”

“Around five hundred. Eighty or so engineers in the power plants. The rest supervising the drones switching off appliances. We’re ready to switch the Grid back on, but we want to catch as many appliances as we can so there’s less risk of overloading or house fires.”

“And we have around two thousand scouring the city for food and goods, and supervising the clean-up. That leaves around one and a half thousand of us. How many do we already have transport for?”

“I thought we’d use the double-deckers for the drones,” said Grant. “We can carry almost two thousand, two and a half if we get them to stand.”

“Pack ’em in,” said Simone. “Peas in a pod.”

Milandra thought for a moment. “We won’t need nearly that many. The crane will do the main lifting. We’ll need the drones to dig the pits and to position the stones. Of course, the hundred have to go. I should think another thousand will be more than ample?”

Grant nodded.

“What do you mean by ‘the hundred’?” asked Lavinia.

“We’ve held back a hundred drones from working. We’re keeping them well-fed, clean and exercised. Sixty-three of them will be used to power the Beacon. The better the condition they’re in, the more effective it’ll be.”

Lavinia nodded. “Makes sense.”

“Okay, then,” said Milandra. “What if we send a thousand drones, plus the one hundred, in the double-deckers, and a thousand of us in the coaches? The remaining drones not involved in clearance can all be put to work switching off appliances. The remaining five hundred of our number can be employed wherever there’s a need: clearance, salvage, appliances, vermin. Anyone have any comments?”

“When do we leave?” asked Wallace.

“In five days.”

“Yay,” said Simone. “If you need me before then, send for me. I’m gonna watch the rats burn.”

Milandra watched Simone file out with the others through narrowed eyes. The girl didn’t seem to have appreciated the full import of Bishop’s death or, if she had, she hid it well. For at the moment Bishop’s life snuffed out, his memories and experiences passed to Milandra as the Keeper. They had flooded into her consciousness like poison—Bishop had tortured and killed humans for fun—and included his memory of the night before he left to go after Ronstadt; the memory of the Chosen calling to see him, to inform him that Milandra had lied about Ronstadt’s location. Milandra had learned something from this memory: that she had underestimated Simone’s abilities. She would not make that mistake again. It also showed her that Simone had personal ambitions of advancement, a trait that did not sit easily in a culture which valued the collective over the individual.

Before Bishop’s death, Milandra had known the Chosen was unpredictable and she needed to keep an eye on her. Simone’s apparent indifference to Milandra learning of her betrayal to Bishop reinforced that knowledge.

* * *
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Trying to remember what had happened since she entered the house proved fruitless and caused the girl’s head to ache, so she stopped trying. Besides, she had more immediate questions to answer, like, where was she now? And why did she feel so cold?

Opening her eyes might be a good start.

She immediately closed them tightly again as a shaft of pain stabbed her forehead. She breathed deeply until it receded, then tried again.

By lifting her eyelids a little at a time and squinting, she created enough of a slit to be able to take in her surroundings. They weren’t very prepossessing. 

She was lying on her back on a settee in a rundown living room. The ceiling was stippled and cracked. The single overhead bulb dangled inside a paper shade, like a Chinese lantern; a grubby one. Grey daylight entered through a large window, but had to struggle past a drab net curtain that looked as though it had been there since the ’80s. 

Turning her head slowly, wincing at the pain, she looked around the room. Newspapers and magazines were scattered over a threadbare carpet before two sagging, mismatched armchairs. An ancient-looking gas fire was attached to the peeling wall. A chipped mirror hung above the fire. 

Moving gingerly, afraid to make the headache worse, she sat up. It was then she understood why she felt cold. Her top half was naked. Bra, tee-shirt and hooded top lay in a heap on the floor in front of the settee. Disquiet caused her gaze to flit about the room until satisfied she was alone. The bottom half of her body remained dressed in leggings and trainers; that was something, at least.  

She leaned forward and gasped as fresh, white-hot pain coursed through her head. She paused, bent forward, waiting for it to subside, wondering whether she would pass out. If anything, she welcomed the sensation; it stopped her from speculating on why she had awoken half-naked.

The pain eased and she collected her clothes from the floor. Straightening slowly, she shrugged into her bra and eased the tee-shirt over her head, being careful to avoid the bump. With her hooded top back on, she felt a lot warmer.

Still moving slowly, she rose to her feet. The world tilted.

While she stood still, waiting for it to stop swaying, she looked inward to see if the compulsion which had brought her to London retained its grip. There was no sign of it. No urge, no need, to reach Hillingdon Hospital remained. She had no idea what had caused the compulsion; she didn’t spend any time pondering why it had disappeared.

Unsteadily, tottering as though drunk, she moved to the mirror and gazed at her reflection. 

Pasty complexion; racoon eyes; bedraggled hair which had lost its golden sheen. A lump above her right eye the size of half a hardboiled egg extended under her hairline. A scabbed cut ran down the middle of the lump. Dried blood stained her forehead like an inkblot.

From the corner of her eye, she saw a figure pass the window and stifled a shriek before it could betray her presence.

Hardly daring to breathe, she turned. The door into the hallway stood open and she only needed to take a few tentative steps towards it to be able to see the main entrance. 

The front door comprised white-painted, yellowing wood, with two stained-glass panes set into the upper half. Through the panes, she could make out a dark shape. The faded brass doorknob was turning. 

The door had swollen with dampness and didn’t open—she recalled the difficulty she’d had opening it—and she let out her breath in a rush. Her tongue felt heavy and wooden; she badly needed a drink.

The figure slumping against the door made her jump. She glimpsed features of a face pressing to the stained glass, until they slid from sight. The figure was male and not very tall. A boy.

She crossed quickly to the door, adrenaline lending her vitality, dulling the ache in her forehead. Using both hands to firmly grasp the doorknob, she twisted it and yanked the door open.

Half-on, half-off the doorstep, a boy lay slumped on his side, arms wrapped around his head. Approaching him, only a few paces away, were three snarling dogs.

The door opening made them pause. The lead dog was larger than the others. A police dog, she used to call them. Otherwise known as a German shepherd or Alsatian. It looked at her and its black lips pulled back further. Saliva glistened on teeth, emphasising their sharpness. 

She could have slammed the door closed in the dog’s face, but something stopped her. An image bloomed in her mind. Swirling, shifting colours: vivid crimsons and angry purples, muddy-browns and mustard-yellows. She was looking at hunger. Fear and confusion, too, but mainly hunger. 

How she did it she didn’t know, but she let loose a flood of soft whiteness, covering the colours like a cotton sheet, muting and calming them.

The Alsatian relaxed its stance. Its lips came together and it cocked its head as though puzzled. Its two companions stopped snarling. The smaller dog lay down and placed its muzzle on its paws. 

“Away with you, boys,” she murmured, though she knew she didn’t need to speak at all. “Go and find something else to eat. There’s plenty out there if you look hard enough.”

The Alsatian uttered a soft whine. The smallest dog stood. Together, the three of them turned and trotted down the garden path, out of the open gate and away.

She watched them until they were gone from sight. Only then did she stagger and would have fallen if she hadn’t still been clutching the doorknob. 

The movement brought her attention down to the boy. He was dressed in filthy rags, a stench rising off him like steam. A small puddle of blood had formed on the doorstep; judging by the state of his trousers, it was coming from his right leg. He gazed up at her, something akin to awe in his expression. Other than that, his face was blank, as though it only had room to express one emotion, one thought, at a time. There was something incomplete about it; something wrong.

“I suppose you’d better come in,” she said.

* * *
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The main entrance to the hotel swung open and Peter Ronstadt entered in a gust of icy wind. He stamped his feet.

“Brrr,” he said. “It’s bloody freezing out there. Let me in front of that fire.” 

He crossed the hotel lobby and stood before the hearth, rubbing his hands. Dusty stirred from slumber, opened an eye to peek at Peter, then went back to sleep.

“Grab yourself a drink and pull up a chair,” Ceri said. 

“Think I will,” said Peter. “It’s lovely and cosy by here.”

While Peter bustled about, Tom allowed his eyes to close, basking in the fire’s glow. He hadn’t slept well since their flight from the village outside Hereford. He had hurt his shoulder when Peter’s Range Rover smashed into a stone wall and the injury caused restless nights, waking him every time he turned. 

He swapped his drink to his left hand and raised his right arm above his head, wincing a little. But the pain had greatly diminished. Maybe it was the alcohol, but Tom thought he might enjoy an uninterrupted sleep that night. 

He opened his eyes when Peter pulled up a chair and sat by them, clutching a bottle of lemonade. Tom glanced at Peter’s head. It had sported a lump the size of half an orange as a result of the collision with the wall. Although groggy at first, Peter had recovered remarkably. Miraculously. Within hours, the swelling had receded, leaving a purple bruise on the right side of his temple. A few hours later that, too, had gone, leaving no visible evidence of trauma. The man should have been concussed, nauseated, confused. Instead, he had eaten enough for three men and the injury had healed.

Like hers. She had been severely injured: broken bones, punctured lung and puncture wounds, cuts, crushed vertebrae. Her internal organs must have been grievously damaged. Not that Tom had any medical training, but he had seen the woman flung from a tree when the helicopter exploded, watched her smash into an adjoining tree and through its branches on a brief but traumatic journey which ended abruptly when she crashed into the frozen ground. He and Ceri had thought she must be dead. Only Peter seemed unsurprised, when they reached her and dragged her out of reach of flaming debris, that she was still breathing.

Tom’s reverie was broken by Ceri speaking. She had lit another cigarette and blew the smoke lazily, looking completely relaxed.

“What you been up to, Peter?” she asked.

“Been to the marina,” he replied. “Checking out boats.”

“And?”

“Mainly small leisure boats. No good for our purposes. But I think I’ve identified two possible candidates. A fishing trawler, which looks in good nick, and a power launch. I’ll need to check the engines over before we decide.”

“You a mechanic as well as a sailor?” asked Tom.

“Not really,” said Peter. “But I’ve worked on enough ships to have grasped the basics of how an engine works. I can tell if an engine looks sound. I can carry out basic repairs and maintenance.”

“Peter...” said Tom. He hesitated, unsure how to proceed. “Er, we’ve been talking...”

Ceri sat straighter and flicked the butt of her cigarette into the fire. She looked at Peter.

“I’m not sure I want to go to the continent,” she said. “I’m not sure that I can go.”

Peter sighed. “I’ve sensed your uncertainty for days, Ceri. Yours too, Tom.”

Tom nodded. “I don’t want to go either, but not for the same reasons as Ceri. Sure, it won’t be much fun crossing the North Sea in winter. It’ll be dangerous, but I trust you enough, Peter, that I don’t think you’ll take unnecessary risks. It’s just that... Britain is my home. If we’re going to look for survivors, try to rebuild, I want to do it here, not in some foreign land.”

Ceri nodded slowly. “That goes for me, too. In fact, I want to go home. To Wales.”

Peter looked at them each in turn. 

“There won’t be any more survivors in Britain. None that haven’t been compelled to go to London where they’ll have had their brains fried.” He shrugged. “We’ll talk about it some more when Diane’s fully recovered. For now, it’s a moot point anyway. There’s bad weather closing in. We won’t be going anywhere by sea for the next few days.”
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Chapter Three
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Throughout the world, those who had outlasted the Millennium Bug and the black despair which followed went about the business of survival. They dragged corpses outside and burned or buried them. They scavenged houses and shops for food and water. They kept themselves warm and sheltered. 

It was survival at its most elemental: satisfy the basic demands that maintain life’s spark, but nothing more. They did not seek out others for companionship or support or merely to hear another’s voice. They remained where they were, not venturing far. Surviving.

But the human mind is a powerful instrument. Gradually, imperceptibly, the shackles which bound the minds of the survivors were loosening.

Milandra was well aware this would happen.

“The restraint we placed on them during the Commune won’t last indefinitely,” she said to Grant while they sat in the hotel suite eating lunch. “In fact, it’s probably already wearing off.”

Grant nodded. “It will have kept them from banding together. Perhaps for a little longer.”

“Maybe. But they will start seeking out other survivors soon. And when they start to group, they’ll be too strong for us to influence. They could become dangerous.”

“Then just as well we’re on an island,” said Grant. 

“And here we’ll stay. Until later...”

“Yup. After the Great Coming, they’ll no longer be a threat.”

Milandra was aware Grant had turned his head and was watching her. Yet again, he appeared to be testing her resolve. She kept her expression closed.

“No,” she said. “After the Great Coming, there will have to be a reckoning. Then humankind will no longer be a threat. In fact, it will no longer be. Period.”

* * *
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In the south-east of Maine, in a secluded section of the foothills of the White Mountains, away from the conservation areas and tourist trails, a rutted track wound through the trees, leading uphill to a chest-high timber gate. Nailed to the top crossbar of the gate was a thickly-lettered wooden sign:

No Trespassers! Visitors NOT Welcome!

The ‘NOT’ was underlined several times. 

A timber fence, also chest-high, the cross posts too close together for anyone larger than a toddler to squeeze through, ran away to either side. A thick chain, secured by a sturdy-looking padlock, attached the gate to a fence post. Beyond the fence, the land had been cleared of trees. Set back in the clearing stood a roughly constructed log cabin and a clutch of small outbuildings. 

In case anyone stumbling across this abode might be left in any doubt about the attitude of the owner towards casual callers, rough boards with upturned rows of rusting spikes had been attached to the top of the gate and fence. 

Any visitor brave enough to linger in the face of such antagonism might have looked closer at the log cabin and wondered if their first impression of a crude dwelling was correct. The gable end of the roof confirmed that it, like the walls, had been constructed of rudely-hewn, split trunks of pine, complete with peeling bark. But a closer examination of the gables would reveal the roof had been overlain with felt and tight-fitting roof tiles that would ensure a leak-free interior. The tiles were now covered in snow, except for a six-inch radius around the galvanised steel flue which protruded from the roof, emitting a gentle stream of billowy smoke.

One or two of the trunks forming the walls of the cabin had warped under the extremity of the elements; a casual glance might lead an onlooker to believe the interior must be cold and draughty. But if the onlooker was intrepid enough to risk impalement by scaling the fence and approaching the cabin for an up-close look, he would glimpse in the gaps between the warped trunks a high-quality wind- and waterproof membrane. Poking the membrane with a finger would yield the impression of a thick layer of insulating material behind it, making the notion of wind howling through the gaps a foolish one. 

A stroll around the cabin would show the increasingly foolhardy observer a double-glazed window set snugly into the wall facing away from the gate, alongside a thickset, well-fitting door. Peering in at the window would not yield any clues about the interior for the glass was tinted and the onlooker would see only a snow- and tree-framed reflection of himself. 

This was a log cabin that gave only the pretence of being a humble abode. It was the home of Zacharias Trent, a survivor of Vietnam, of alcoholism and, more recently, of the Millennium Bug. 

* * *
[image: image]


She made the boy lie on the sagging settee she had recently vacated. He obeyed her willingly, staring up at her with wide eyes that conveyed trust but little else.

“Phooey!” she exclaimed. “You don’t half stink.”

The boy smiled at her. It made his expression appear a little less vague.

“Phooey!” he said, mimicking her.

She grunted. “Well, at least you can speak.” She eyed his trousers. They were so encrusted in filth she couldn’t tell what colour they had been. The lower half of the right leg was deeply stained with blood. “We need to fix you up.” She grimaced as she tried to swallow. “First, though, I need to drink.”

Moving deliberately—the pain behind her eyes was threatening to overcome her—she went out to the narrow hallway. Her last memory of before was of wheeling her bicycle into the hallway. It had gone. Her backpack lay on the floor. It did not look as though it had been tampered with.

She knelt and undid it. An unopened plastic bottle of water lay within, together with an opened one around a third full and a few bars of chocolate. She removed the top of the opened bottle and raised the bottle to her lips. The water tasted unbelievably sweet, like nectar, and she had to force herself not to gulp it. Nevertheless, in what seemed no time at all, the bottle was empty. 

Her stomach grumbled, low and insistent, like the growling of the dogs chasing the boy. She fished a bar of chocolate out of the knapsack and tore off the wrapping. Unable to help herself, she chewed the first bite as if it was toffee and almost swooned when the sugar rush enveloped her. Within moments, the bar had gone. She glanced at the full bottle of water, but resisted the urge to open it. Instead, she took it back into the living room with another bar of chocolate. Already the intensity of her headache was fading and she was able to think more clearly. She placed the bottle on the floor next to the settee. 

Something caught her eye—a round object made of glass lay in the dust which thickly coated the carpet beneath the settee. A paperweight. Without knowing why, the sight of it made her shudder.

“Here,” she said, handing the boy the chocolate. “Eat this while I find something to sort out that leg. And some clean clothes.”

The boy took the bar and held it, staring at it as though he hadn’t seen chocolate before.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” she muttered, snatching the bar back and tearing off the wrapper. “Here. Don’t look at it. Eat it.” She mimed raising her hand to her lips and biting.

After a pause, the boy followed her lead. Such a look of delight lit up his face while he slowly chewed that she regretted her impatience.

She smiled. “Good, isn’t it? Well, you lie there and enjoy it. I won’t be long.”

Feeling a little stronger, she moved more naturally, in less stilted fashion. The door at the rear of the living room led to a small kitchen which smelled dank and musty, like an old root cellar. An open tin of baked beans stood on a cluttered worktop. She glanced inside. The contents had blackened and dried. She looked around, taking in the jumble of scrap-encrusted crockery, dirty appliances, bundles of creased clothes, a pile of unopened official-looking mail. Whoever had occupied this property before the Millennium Bug came calling had surely not been house-proud.

A fridge stood next to the worktop. She opened the door, expecting and receiving a rush of foul air. Breathing through her mouth, she explored the interior. The fridge was sparsely stocked and most of the contents had spoiled, but she pulled out three unopened tins of food, a can of cola and a litre bottle of water with the seal intact.

She carried her prizes back into the living room and placed them on the coffee table. The boy had nearly finished the chocolate bar and favoured her with a brown-toothed smile.

Returning to the kitchen, she made for the sink and turned the taps. The cold tap shuddered and spat out a cupful of brown, brackish water before falling still. The hot tap did not issue so much as a thimbleful. She turned to the kettle standing beside the sink and hefted it, judging its weight and hearing the slosh of water. She lifted the lid and sniffed. The water smelled stale, but not stagnant, and would serve her purpose. 

Her attention was diverted by a green, thick glass bottle. Gin, according to its label. She unscrewed the top and sniffed. Wrinkling her nose, she wondered whether it tasted better than it smelled. She brought the bottle to her lips and raised it.

With a small cry of revulsion, she turned and spat the fiery, perfumed liquid into the sink.

“People choose to drink this stuff?” she wondered aloud.

She took the bottle and the kettle into the living room. The boy had finished the chocolate and was gazing at the can of cola.

“Go on then,” she said. 

She handed him the can. He took it from her and stared at it for a moment as though uncertain what to do next. She was about to take it from him to pop the ring pull, when comprehension seemed to dawn and he performed the task himself. He took a deep slug of cola and issued a loud belch. He grinned. For a moment, his face went blank and then he held out the can to her.

“No thanks,” she said, smiling. “You enjoy it. We’ll eat some proper food soon, but after I’ve cleaned you up. You smell like a rubbish dump. Now, what else do we need?”

Back in the kitchen, she rummaged through the piles of wrinkled clothes. They had taken on the musty odour which pervaded the house, but at least appeared to have been washed. She pulled out a dark-blue football shirt that looked as if it might fit the boy, but the rest of the clothes were too big.

The boy’s eyes widened when he saw the shirt she was carrying. He shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Millwall.”

“Huh?”

He shook his head again. “Not Chelsea.”

“Ah... this is a Chelsea shirt and you support Millwall, right?”

The boy smiled, again making him look more with it, less simple. “Millwall.”

“Okay. I get it. Doesn’t much matter now, though. I’ll see if I can find more clothes upstairs.”

She went into the hallway and up the creaking stairs. Her headache had faded to a dull background throb, one that enabled her to function in spite of it, like having a mild period pain. And that was due soon, judging from the occasional twinge she was experiencing in her lower abdomen. 

Four doorways led off the landing. A double bed stood in what looked like the main bedroom. The bedclothes were rumpled, the duvet thrown back as if the bed had been vacated in a hurry. She stared at it for a moment, feeling troubled but not knowing why, a similar reaction to that provoked by the paperweight. She suspected it had to do with before, but she still had no memory of what had happened between entering this house and awaking half-clothed on the settee. 

The other bedroom was smaller and contained a single bed. A poster of Chelsea Football Club’s squad was pinned to a wall. A quick rummage through an old chest of drawers produced a tee-shirt with the imprint of some heavy metal band on the front, a thin jumper and a pair of jogging bottoms, which looked a little big for the boy but would be a vast improvement on his current attire. The bottoms had a drawstring waist which would keep them from falling down. 

“And if you don’t like this band, tough shit, mate,” she muttered. 

She also found some underpants and socks. The trainers she dug out of the bottom of the rickety wardrobe were cheap but fairly new; they might also be too big, but should serve until they could find a pair of shoes to fit him. He couldn’t carry on wearing the shoes he had on. They were falling apart and one was soaked in blood. The wardrobe also contained a navy, padded jacket which would keep him warm. She carried the clothes and trainers to the landing and dumped them at the top of the stairs.

She entered the bathroom and opened the cabinet, hoping to find antiseptic cream and bandages. No such luck, but she grabbed a packet of painkillers, a bar of soap and half a bag of sanitary towels. Not what she normally used, but they would do the job when the time came. Standing on top of the cabinet was a can of roll-on deodorant for women and a plastic container of talcum powder. She grabbed these, too.

The final door opened to a small airing cupboard. She had become so accustomed to the musty odour that she barely noticed it. She grabbed a few folded towels and added them to the pile by the stairs. Pushing past more towels on the airing cupboard shelf, she found the last item she needed: a white cotton sheet.

Bundling everything into her arms, she struggled back downstairs. 

The boy had lain back on the settee, eyes closed. The empty cola can stood on the floor. She kicked it aside and dumped everything onto the carpet.

“Right,” she said briskly. “Clothes off.”

* * *
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The woman stirred and came to full awareness for the first time in weeks. She turned onto her back and stretched. Joints popped and crackled like logs on a fire, sinews tightened and muscles clenched. No pain. It felt good.

Diane Heidler opened her eyes and waited for her vision to adjust to the gloom of her surroundings. She was lying in a double bed in a room cast in shadow by closed, heavy drapes. The darkness was too familiar. It was all she could remember since standing at the door of the Sea King helicopter in the instant before the fuel tanks exploded. Darkness interspersed by agony-filled moments of wakefulness, during which she had eaten every morsel of food brought to her lips before slipping back into the pit. 

She craved light.

Wincing in anticipation of fresh bolts of pain, Diane tugged back the duvet and swung her legs to the floor. The pain did not come. Stiffly, accompanied by more brittle noises from her joints, she stood and tottered to the window. Drawing the drapes aside, she blinked at the weak daylight entering the room.

She looked out onto a grey coastal town. The window was double- or triple-glazed and no draughts or sound intruded, but she didn’t need to feel or hear the wind. Trash and dead leaves swirled in flurries and accumulated in doorways. A few strands of Christmas lights strung across the street had blown loose. The masts of boats in the harbour rocked and swayed. Gulls swooped and circled, barely needing to flap their wings. The sky glowered, low and rain-heavy, the colour of smudged print.

She turned and surveyed the room. A trouser-press attached to a wall; a notice outlining fire escapes; sachets of coffee next to a small kettle and long-life milk in plastic containers, the type that spray the contents in all directions when opened carelessly. A hotel room.

Diane glanced down to see she was wearing some sort of over-sized pyjamas. They hung from her emaciated frame like a dust sheet on a hat stand. She felt depleted, like an overused tea bag, and what she was about to do would weaken
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