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Synopsis
 
As a new nation is born, a second apocalypse looms.
Water, shelter, food. Those three words have come to consume Kim Wright’s life as she takes charge of for the returning evacuees. Three simple words that encompass so much. Fields have to be cleared, houses repaired, a hospital established, a school opened, fishing boats built, electricity restored, and so much more. The list seems endless if they are to avoid another Dark Age, but she wants to do more than just preserve the old civilisation. They could rebuild better, if only given the chance.
For Bill, only recently returned from the final evacuation of Quebec, the major challenge should be creating a new government for these survivors of many nations. But the piratical fanatics have followed them across a continent, bringing war to their new home. A final battle looms in which they will either achieve victory, or see all they’ve created destroyed and thus end humanity’s last chance for survival.
Etienne has a different quest, one which has consumed him since the beginning of the outbreak. In his heart, he knows his wife, Maggs, is alive. Even on the eve of war, he won’t abandon the search.
 
A story of love, hope, and loss as the final battle nears.
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Dramatis Personae
 
A non-exhaustive list of the characters in this novel.
 
Despite the imminent inauguration of Admiral Janet Gunderson as president of the United States, and the smoother ascension of Napatchie Ashoona to the prime ministership of Canada, North America is far from a dual political entity. While Napatchie has taken over administration of Fort St John, ably assisted by Rahinder Singh, Janet’s primary focus is establishing medical provision for their scattered communities.
Chief Joseph Seward was selected to be the Canadians’ PM by the exiles whilst still in Australia, though he has since happily demoted himself to the management of Vancouver Island, assisted by his wife, Judge Wendy Seward. The principal mainland harbour in Bellingham is run by Major Thelonious Toussaint and his Marine Corps. Heather, who’d taken over Menai Bridge just after the outbreak, now runs a monolithic union which controls their fishing fleet and every associated industry. While Tom and Minnie gave up their trading post in Alma, they plan to create a new mobile trading empire just as soon as they can begin mining an old city for much-needed supplies. Nilda and Chester still run the orphanage and school but have had administration of the hospital and hospice added to their responsibilities. At least they have Eamonn, Greta, Kevin, Aisha, Mustafa, and a dozen others to help them. They don’t have Jay, though, since after his journey across Canada, he spends his every waking minute with Catherine ‘Heppy’ Ferny.
Pete and Olivia Guinn, and Pete’s sister Corrie, have settled in Charlie Lake, near Fort St John, with three thousand survivors from Otter Rapids, and are still looking for a permanent home.
 
Before the outbreak, Bill Wright lived and breathed governance. He’d grown up in the household of Lord Masterton, a man whose family didn’t so much play politics as conduct it. To Bill, managing the disparate power groups within their nascent society comes as naturally as breathing. While nominally the chief of staff to Janet and Napatchie, Bill’s position in their cabinet-based government of many nations is very much the first among equals.
However, for the last two months, he has been running the evacuation of Eastern Canada from Nova Scotia, then Quebec, and then in the rear-guard of the long column driving across the northern wasteland. Filling the position in the Pacific Northwest fell, by default, to Kim, along with parenting responsibilities for Annette and Daisy. All she had to do was establish the new American capital on San Juan Island; settle the easterners in the Skagit River Valley, around Cooking Lake, and in Fort St John; supply and manage the expectations of the survivors they’d found in Concrete, Diablo Lake, and the Olympic National Park; support Rahinder’s work in creating a new oil empire in Fort St John; and oversee the resettlement of exiled Canadians on Vancouver Island. And as each day brought more evacuees from the east, and each week brought flights of North American exiles returning from Australia, her workload only increased.
The new White House has a very small staff. The chief usher, Nabila Nahon, oversees the soldier-gardeners recruited from among the pilgrims. Lieutenant Miller commands the small detachment of Marines. That leaves only Hazel, a teenage survivor from Birmingham, as Kim’s administrative assistant and as nanny to Daisy and Annette when required. Bill’s brother, Sholto, helps, though as he views politics as a nail and himself as a hammer, his suggestions aren’t always the most practical.
With the Pacific Alliance focused on the war along Thailand’s border, their presence in North America has been reduced to a handful of sailors and specialists led by Colonel Judith Bell and Sergeant Nicko Oakes. With Colonel Leon Laurent and his Special Forces soldiers preparing to assault Tippy’s stronghold, the local military defence is left to a militia run by Bran and his able assistant, PFC Hurricane Branofski, who would have surely reached the rank of corporal if he wasn’t so frequently distracted by squirrels.
Jonas has finally been able to retire as a detective, for the second time, leaving policing the islands to Fatima Khalil, Magdalena MacDonald, and the other members of the RCMP. But any hopes of a quiet retirement have been dashed by his wife, Martha, who’s been scheming with Janet for them both to get a promotion.
Tuck and Sorcha Locke, along with Lisa Kempton, joined the ships sailing to Rome, Jerusalem, and Mecca. News of the pilgrimage should reach Australia in about two weeks. With the increased number of flights from the Southern Hemisphere, it should reach the far north soon after.
Scott Higson, at one time merely a pilot stranded in Britain hoping to find a way home, is now the confidant of Oswald Owen, prime minister of Australia, and de facto Leader of the Survived World.
On the other side of America, Dr Tippichandra rules her empire with an iron fist, but the other hand tied behind her back. Had she known General Denning was undergoing treatment for a malignant brain tumour, she would never have partnered with him. Now, as the general’s condition worsens, she is forced to deal with Denning’s deputy, Captain Pakhaüser, and her cultish followers.
 
Etienne Espoir and his cousin John, care nothing for politics, nor for pirates, but only for finding Etienne’s lost love, Maggs.
 

The Story So Far
San Juan Island, 2nd July
 
“And this lake is called Llyn Ogwen,” Annette said, as she leaned her bike against the old wooden fence.
“How come there’s a Welsh name for a lake on San Juan Island?” Jay asked as he rested his bike behind hers. “Shouldn’t it have a Spanish name? Or one from a First Nations language?”
“I think you mean Native American, since this was the United States,” Annette said as she climbed over the fence. “But I think Tash would want us to say a Salish language because this whole land belonged to the Salish Peoples, which actually is going to make renaming things a lot easier after we squish the Canadian and American governments together. When we got here it was called Sportsman’s Lake, but me and Tash didn’t think that was exactly inclusive, so we renamed it after the lake near Camlann. Since she’s cool with it, I think we’re okay.”
“Llyn Ogwen? Oh, you mean where King Arthur lobbed his sword after the battle. Yeah, I’ve got it now.”
“I wanted to rename the island Camelot, but Janet said no,” Annette said. “Apparently it has connotations. Sholto pitched Washington SJI, but that sounds like a disease, so we’re stuck with San Juan Island, for now. Don’t forget the picnic.”
Jay unclipped the panniers. Two of them, packed and prepared by the catering staff in the vineyard that was being turned into a new White House. They weren’t so heavy, though he did note Annette was only carrying a small bag. Even more notably, she wasn’t wearing a gun. He was. Two of them, plus his bayonet and mace, and he still felt underarmed.
It was barely more than two months since they’d flown back together from Australia, landing in Nanaimo on the 27th April. While Jay and Bill had continued east to Nova Scotia, Annette, Daisy, and Kim had remained in the Pacific Northwest. Annette had changed. She’d always been bossy and overly confident, but now she seemed more relaxed. Maybe it was the freedom that came with living on a zombie-free island. Or maybe it was the influence of this other girl, Tasha Seward. When Annette had turned up at the orphanage, it was with Tasha at her side. Tasha was the daughter of Chief Joseph Seward. Chief Seward had been elected prime minister of Canada by the exiles in Australia, but had handed his position to Napatchie Ashoona, and now acted as Deputy PM and governor of Vancouver Island. Before the outbreak, Joseph had been chief of the tribe that held Nanaimo as their ancestral lands. Jay wasn’t sure where that put Chief Seward in the current hierarchy. For that matter, he wasn’t sure where Janet and Bill fit in this new nation they were cobbling together.
While Tasha helped Heppy feed the chickens on the Mansfield-Ferny Estate, Annette had insisted Jay come for a tour, which had taken them first to the White House kitchens, and now to the lake.
It was great being out in the fresh air again. Ever since he’d landed back in Digby at the end of April, they’d been planning to leave and dreaming of finally arriving. But it had taken nearly a month just to get everyone from Nova Scotia to Quebec. Then it had taken a full month to cross Canada. He’d left Alma on the 28th May, with Bill and the rest of the rear guard fleeing early the next morning. They’d arrived in Cooking Lake on the 27th June. Their new easternmost outpost was little more than an airport near Edmonton in Alberta, but still twelve hundred kilometres away from the heart of their new civilisation. It had taken another four days of stop-drive-wait to get through the mountains and reach Bellingham, the mainland harbour. Then there’d been another wait, this time for a fishing boat to arrive and unload its catch before it could ferry them across to San Juan Island, and to their new home. Meanwhile, Annette, and Daisy, Kim, and Tasha Seward, who’d flown to Cooking Lake so they could celebrate Annette’s birthday with Bill, had come back by plane this morning. Two hours it had taken them, while his bones still vibrated from the drive.
Last night, stinking of fish, he’d barely said hello to his mum, Chester, Eamonn, Greta, and the gang before he’d collapsed into his new bed. It was a decent room, on the bottom floor of an apartment block. The rest of the downstairs flat was storage for the Crown Jewels and their armoury, so he truly had a space of his own. Despite the Tower kids in the flat above causing enough noise to wake King Arthur from his slumbers, he’d slept well and long, even missing breakfast. Their packed lunch was definitely calling to him.
He slung the panniers across his left shoulder, vaulted the fence, and followed Annette up the beaten path towards the lake. It was a nice spot. The grasses had been cut, though the wildflowers had been left to display their full midsummer glory. Bees buzzed between the blooms while dragonflies danced above the water to a sonata played by a hundred-strong orchestra of crickets.
Annette glanced around and laughed. “Seriously, Jay, there’s no zombies here. The island’s completely safe.”
“What?” He looked down. His right hand was on his holstered sidearm, an M1911 originally gifted to King George V, and which, among other weapons, he’d brought with him from the Tower of London. Reluctantly, he moved his hand away, though it had returned to its perch on the holster by the time they reached the picnic site. Two dozen benches ringed the lake, with almost as many wooden picnic tables gathered beneath a skeletal framework for an awning. Beyond, atop a large square of sand, stood two halves of an oil drum, both topped with grills, awaiting fuel and raw food.
“Do you come here a lot?” he asked.
“It’s our favourite spot. There’s a sheet in that box over there. If you take it out, we can use it to make some shade.”
“And then we can eat?”
“Not until Tash and Heppy get here,” Annette said.
His stomach grumbled in protest. The large waterproof box was near enough to the oil drums that it could be used as a bench by a cook. Inside were some neatly folded tarpaulins.
“Do you fish here?” he asked as he hooked and tied a tarp above the bench where Annette was setting up her phone and microphone.
“No, sorry. We overdid the fishing, so we’re not allowed until next year. But it’s great for swimming. Okay, cool, the microphone works, so we can start recording. Off you go.”
“With what?” he asked, as he secured the last of the straps.
“With your story. For the history. We’ve got about an hour at most before Tash gets here.”
He took a seat opposite her. “Are you sure I can’t have something to eat?”
She opened the bag and took out a box. “Apricots. Here you go.”
He stared at them in genuine joy. “Seriously? Fresh apricots?”
“From the trees around Janet’s house. You can have three. Now, get talking.”
He picked up one of the small yellow fruits, examining the pink blush, gently stroking the soft, almost furry skin.
“Jay?”
“Sorry. I was trying to remember when I last saw an apricot. Maybe in a supermarket in Penrith before the outbreak. I’m not sure. I’m not even sure I ever ate one. I mean, before the outbreak, I wasn’t really into fruit. Sometimes we had apples. Sebastian, our neighbour, he was really into grapes. Posh fruit like this was way too expensive. Fresh, I mean. There was lots of canned fruit after the outbreak. For the first few months, anyway. We got some apples in Kent. I don’t remember apricots, though. And then we were at sea, and it was on to Faroe and then Canada. And it was winter. Not much fresh fruit then, or in the ruins of New York. There were some berries before we left Digby, but mostly it was fish.” He turned the apricot over in his hand, and for the first time since he’d arrived, began to feel this might be a place he would be happy calling his home.
Annette sighed. “There’s plums and pears, too, but if you’re going to carry on like this, it’ll be dark before we even start.”
“Right, sorry,” he said. “Well, I suppose it began when me and Bill left you guys here and went back to Digby.”
“Nah, I’ve got the evacuation of Digby, how Tippy attacked, and how Dad burned down the town to stop her from getting it. Everyone left Digby and moved to Alma. Meanwhile about five hundred of the pilgrims, and some sailors and support staff, went the other way, over to Alma, got on our ships in Saguenay so they could sail to Rome, Jerusalem, and Mecca. Except Tippy attacked as they were leaving, but she was defeated. I got some of that from George and Mary when they was waiting for their flight to the hospital in Australia, and the rest from Janet when she flew here.”
“You must have got the rest from your dad, then, when you come up to meet us in Cooking Lake.”
“Not officially,” Annette said, tapping the phone. “Histories need sources. Why don’t you tell me about Pierce, and the letters. And especially about Maggs and Etienne. Everyone will definitely want to know about them.”
“Okay, well, I guess that began when Heppy and I, and Antonio, took some kids hunting for supplies around Alma. We’d been doing it every day. The kids hadn’t gone out much in Nova Scotia, so it was supposed to be preparation for when they got here. I guess it wasn’t really needed,” he added, looking around at the idyllic spot. “Was Wales really like this?”
“Um, kinda,” Annette said. “Who’s Antonio?”
“A New Yorker. He got Mustafa and the kids out of the city when Tippy attacked.”
“Oh, cool. So you went out looting?”
“Right. In Alma, we were living in a school. It was a bit prison-like, you know? So going out looting was a bit of a reward. Barely before we’d left the school, we ran into one of Tippy’s spies. Or he ran into us, I should say. He wasn’t wearing any trousers.”
“One of her spies? Dad didn’t mention that. Who was he?”
“Some ship’s captain called Mateo. That’s as much as I know. As much as your dad knows, too. Mateo wouldn’t talk, but he had a radio set so, later, your dad was able to call Tippy and speak with her. Mateo was a trusted lieutenant, we think.”
“You spoke with Tippy? Dad didn’t mention that, either.”
“I didn’t speak with her. Your dad did. Tom, too. I’m not sure who else. I don’t think it helped us much. Bran took Mateo into custody, and we continued with our trip. I’d seen some offices that didn’t look looted.”
“People always forget about offices,” Annette said.
“Exactly. These ones happened to be for Hydro Du Lac, where Maggs and Etienne worked. In the back, we found a note for Etienne, left by Maggs saying where she’d gone. It was a riddle, but— do you want me to tell you the riddle, or just tell you where she went?”
Annette checked her watch. “I guess just tell me the answer. Oh, but don’t let Tasha know you told me, and you can tell her the riddle, deal?”
Jay shrugged. “Maggs had gone to the zoo in Saint David-de-Falardeau, which is only a short drive from Alma.”
“So you went there?”
“Yeah, but hang on because after we found the note in the office, we went bowling. Tom and Minnie had cleared out and tidied up a bowling alley for people who came to the trading post. There was no power, so you had to set up the pins yourself, but it was a bit of fun. After looting, we always went bowling, and that was our mistake. A gang was waiting there to ambush us.”
“A gang?”
“In masks and everything,” Jay said. “They robbed us. None of us were hurt, but it sucked because then the school went on lockdown. So when Tom came to ask if we wanted to go on a tour of outlying homesteads, we jumped at it.”
“And that’s when you went to the zoo?”
“Yep. We visited some homesteads first. I mean, you know how it was in Quebec. Everyone was scattered around the rivers and lakes, getting by on what they could farm and hunt. Tom and Minnie weren’t in charge, but they’d salvaged some fuel from General Yoon’s army right at the beginning of the outbreak, and they used it to set up a trading post. Now we were heading west, word had to go to all the outlying settlements to make sure they knew it was time to leave. So we did that, and then we went to the zoo.”
“But Maggs wasn’t there. Was there another letter?” Annette asked.
“Yep. She’d gone to Lac Seul but with some miners and zoo folk. From her letter, they liked it at the zoo, and would have stayed, but her group had been chased off by bandits. From other people who’d come through Alma, Tom thought he knew where these bandits had camped, so we went to see. They were slavers. They used chains and everything. It was really grim, but it was abandoned. Tom thought these bandits had moved into Alma a couple of days before, and that they might be the people who robbed us.”
“So they arrested them?”
“I wish,” Jay said. “They had to gather evidence. And that’s why Antonio died. We’d gone out looking for loot again. No kids this time, just me, Antonio, and Eamonn. We saw a guy that Antonio recognised, Luis. He ran. Antonio chased. Luis led us right to this house filled with zoms. We had to stop chasing him so we could deal with the undead. Here’s the thing, Antonio had spent his whole life in New York, and some of it in prison. All the people he knew were New Yorkers, and Tippy controls New York.”
“Luis was a spy?”
“Yeah. So the next day, we were helping out Minnie and Martha at the trading post. This gang started a fire and then a brawl. In the confusion, Antonio got knifed. It was obviously because he recognised Luis and might have recognised some other New Yorker. That’s when they arrested them, but it was too late for Antonio.” He looked away, watching the dragonflies while he remembered his dead friend. “Anyway, you need to know about that before I tell you about Pierce.”
“Oh, yeah, I wondered when we’d get to him,” Annette said. “How did you first meet him?”
“He was introduced to us by Ming Wah, the Australian cameraman who came over with Talia Kerr. But lots of people recognised him. He’d done some documentaries that were quite popular. Especially one about penguins. So people recognised him from TV, but people didn’t actually know him.”
“It’s weird what happened to Talia Kerr,” Annette said. “I heard Mum and Janet talking. None of the doctors could work out what was wrong with her.”
“I bet Pierce poisoned her,” Jay said. “That way we had an opening for a face who could stand in front of the camera.”
“What about Ming?” Annette asked. “Was he working for Tippy?”
“Nah. Ming’s cool. Well, no, not cool. He’s the opposite of cool. Kinda obsessive about angles and lighting, and way too precious about his cameras, but he’s not linked to Tippy, I’m sure. With Talia out of the picture, Pierce got the presenting gig. He’d worked out where Maggs and Etienne had lived, so wanted us to go there. It was a total setup, but we didn’t realise it at the time. Me and Heppy went to their home, and found Boots, Maggs’s cat, and a letter left by Etienne, saying that he was going to the dam. So that’s where we went. But it was a trap. Pierce must have read that letter, told Tippy, and she’d sent some of her people there. Caleb and Nicole died. It was brutal.”
“Who were they?” she asked.
“Oh, part of the trading post team. Locals, too. Friends of Tom and Minnie’s. They were cool. And they were murdered, and the attackers in the dam were sacrificed, just to make us trust Pierce more.”
“So there was no note at the dam?”
“Oh, there was. Etienne had gone west to look for his cousin John.”
“Which one is he?” Annette asked. “I saw them in Cooking Lake, but we weren’t introduced.”
“The walking mountain is Etienne. The short bloke is Cousin John. The normal-sized guy with the long beard, that’s Henri. Henri worked with Etienne. John’s a prepper, so Etienne thought Maggs might have gone to stay with him.”
“Makes sense. What next?”
“Well, it’s not really my story to tell,” Jay said. “Bran worked out Tippy was using an old golf club near Saguenay as her base and led a raid there. They found Luis. He’d been deliberately infected. That was the trigger for us all leaving ASAP. Me and Heppy, we stuck with the rear guard. So did Pierce, ostensibly so he could get the story, but really so he could keep Tippy informed of where we were. She sent a couple of trucks after us, so we thought we were being chased, but she knew exactly where we were going to go.”
“To find the letters?”
“Right. In a post office in Amos. It was another ambush, but most of us survived. Except then they took down the bridge. I mean, that was a major bridge on the east-west route. You can’t go much further south because of the radiation. We had to drive north for hours to find an old railway bridge near a ghost town. Tippy was getting desperate then, I think. The note in Amos said Etienne was going to Hearst. There, he left a radio, and a message saying tune in at sunset. Tippy changed that message directing us to some ruins south of the town. On our way back, she blew the bridges, trapping us south of the river. We were captured. Me, Heppy, and Pierce, but they let Ming go, which I think proves that he’s not involved. We were driven down this old railway line to an ancient logging camp. They pretended to interrogate Pierce, but it was just for show. Pierce staged an escape. He even killed one of the guards to make it look convincing. We got in a car and drove away, but here’s the thing, they’d brought Pierce’s bag with them from the ambush. No one else’s, just his. Heppy spotted it. When we stopped, she confronted him. We searched his bag and found the sat-phone he’d been using to stay in touch with Tippy. There was a fight and— and he died.”
“Good riddance,” Annette said. “I know Mum asked Corrie Guinn if she could hack Tippy’s satellite, but I don’t think it can be done.”
“The Guinns worked with Lisa Kempton, didn’t they?”
“That’s right.”
“Yeah, Lisa told me about them before she went on the pilgrimage,” Jay said. “Her people are here, now?”
“Up at Charlie Lake which is next door to Fort St John. It’s actually really nice, at least now. Apparently it’ll be horrid come winter. So what happened next?”
“Well, not much,” Jay said. “I mean, lots, but normal stuff. People got sick. Some died. Lots disappeared. Maybe two hundred or so. They’re still trying to work out how many. But we picked up some people, too. Five hundred and seven. Mostly, they’re people who were struggling with farming, or who need healthcare. We met some people who didn’t want to join us. Quite a lot of groups of First Nations, or like at the International Peace Garden. They’ve got a professional footballer there. Oh, that was so cool. We shot penalties. I got two in.”
“They didn’t want to come west?”
“They’ve got a doctor, hundreds of people, and lots of farms, and weapons. They said they’d stay put, thanks. I think it was the stories of Tippy that put them off. Bill said he’d send a fuel convoy there, and to the First Nations, later in the year. He wants to maintain regular contact.”
“We’ve got to deal with Tippy first,” Annette said. 
“Yeah, but Leon’s going to do that,” Jay said.
“Do you know where he is?” Annette asked.
“No one does,” Jay said. “I mean, Bill, obviously. And Bran, I guess. But they won’t say. I know that they recruited some soldiers from the Otter Rapids people. Two hundred, I think. And he’s got the best of the helicopters, and at least a hundred Special Forces. I’m not sure how many others. It’s a real army.”
“Are you going with him?”
“To war? Nah. That’s not my thing. I’ll leave it to the old folks. So what happened here? There was a serial killer, right?”
“Yeah, Robo, but Mum killed him,” Annette said. “Someone in Australia sent him here to get him out of the way. He was a cop back in Australia. He vanished during the outbreak. Get this, we think he went after Corrie Guinn when she was still in Australia.”
“No way.”
“Yeah, so good riddance now he’s dead. He came here with some terrorists and attacked the pilgrims. Basically, their goal was to make our lives harder. But they’re long dead now. Since then, we’ve been repairing dams, starting schools, setting up the hospital. Janet’s been doing loads of operations. Lots of people are getting sick. I think they’ve been sick for ages, but they just didn’t say. We found some people too, along the Skagit River Valley, in Olympic National Park, and on Vancouver Island.”
“Not Maggs, though,” Jay said.
“No. When we got word by plane about her and the letters, we asked. No one knows of her. You know, I don’t think she ever came out west.”
 

Prologue - The Court of the Pirate Queen
Cameron, Louisiana, The Gulf of Mexico, 1st July
 
A liquid gas facility was a depressing place to begin the day. It almost made Tippy wish she was back at sea. For that matter, so did Louisiana, and the weather wasn’t helping. While it was five degrees below the seasonal average, the humidity was through the roof. Oh, for a breeze. Oh, for air conditioning. Oh, for the quiet crack of a slowly melting ice cube in a glass of homemade lemonade. And she could be enjoying all three, assuming a fan counted as a breeze, but no. She had to be outside, on land, playing judge because another group had tried to run away.
She paused when she saw Helen walking towards her. Rather, she saw the parasol and the bottom of the floral dress. It had to be Helen because no one else in her new empire would dare dress so impractically.
“You don’t usually come to watch events like this,” Tippy said.
“I was here an hour ago, and if I’d not been, there’d have been a lynching,” Helen said. “Remember what I said about mercy?”
“I remember,” Tippy said. “Where’s Grace?”
“I sent her inside.”
“Perhaps you should join her.”
“Perhaps you should,” Helen said.
Tippy shook her head and trudged on. It was too hot to argue. Ten a.m., and the sun was already beating down from above, up from the concrete quayside, and sideways off the still-gleaming gas plant. She’d have loved to spend some time investigating the materials used to clad the facility, and then, preferably, she’d leave and never come back. This was no place from which to run an empire. Unfortunately, comfort had to take a backseat to practicality. In this case, she needed the long pier, built for two LNG tankers to dock simultaneously. She had only one tanker, and it held diesel. Against its bulk, her cutter looked like a rowboat, and her yacht looked like a toy.
Now that she’d refilled the underground tanks, the shore-to-ship refuelling system worked; though again, that wasn’t the primary reason she’d picked this industrial plant as her base. This dock gave her complete control of the entrance to the Calcasieu River. Where some rivers had quaint marinas and jolly fishing piers, the Calcasieu was festooned with deep industrial docks for the oil-adjacent industries. There was more than enough room for her flotilla, and no chance any boats could escape out into the Gulf without passing her shore-side battery.
Not that this group of runaways had tried to flee by sea. The three traitors were kneeling on the dockside. The two runaways knelt together. The negligent guard, wearing worse rags than the runaways, was still blinking in the sunlight as his vision adjusted after nearly a week in the hole.
Surrounding them was the small contingent of soldiers who’d brought them to justice and an angry mob of sailors who looked eager to turn the Gulf red. Yes, Helen was correct. If she’d not been here, it would have turned bloody. In which case, the traitors would be dead, she wouldn’t have had to leave her air-conditioned office, and Helen could have continued pretending she was living in ignorance.
Silence rippled through the crowd as she neared. The soldiers stiffened. The sailors grew eager and expectant, their self-righteous indignation fuelled by vindication that they hadn’t succumbed to temptation and attempted to flee. The prisoners sagged, resignation obvious in their posture. It was all so tediously performative. Two workers made no real difference to her plans. Not now. But discipline had to be maintained.
“Who will set out the charges?” she intoned, using the voice she’d practiced during that brief semester when she’d hoped the stage was her destiny. After the audition, she’d been told she was too dainty for Romeo, too manly for Juliet, whatever the hell that meant. She’d asked the play’s director last year. It had been an odd reunion. It was strange who you met after the apocalypse. He’d not even remembered saying the words, so she’d carved them into his chest. She smiled at the memory. It was true what they said, revenge is the sweetest dish.
“I will,” Mateo said, stepping forward. “Six nights ago, a group of four workers escaped. These are the two survivors, who were picked up fifty miles from here.” He pointed at the two kneeling close to the water. A couple, obviously, from the way they were more interested in each other than the proceedings. Mateo pointed at the kneeling soldier. “He was on guard duty. They’d given him a bottle of whisky they’d found, but laced it with a codeine-based cough medicine. He was found unconscious when the guard changed at dawn.”
“I see. And the charges?” she asked.
“For this one, dereliction of duty,” Mateo said. “For these two, poisoning, theft of a vehicle, resisting arrest, and desertion to the enemy.”
“We’re slaves. How can we desert?” the recaptured man said.
“It wasn’t me who called you slaves,” Tippy said. “You gave yourselves that name. It’s a hierarchical work structure with a clear system of progression. Impress with the menial jobs and you can advance to guard or specialist. Excel there, and you become an officer. How is that slavery?”
“We’re locked in at night. We’re half-starved. We can’t leave,” the man said.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She waved at the gas plant. “Do you see where I live? I’ve just returned from war against the Europeans, and what do I come home to? A palace? No. Not even a house. I have to bed down in factory. No, you’re not free, but none of us are. We’re all prisoners of the crisis we are struggling to survive. What’s your name?”
“Logan Fielder.”
“And yours,” Tippy asked of the woman.
“Mandy Fielder.”
“Good for you. And this one?” she asked, walking over to the cowering guard.
“Damien Banks.”
She turned back to Logan, though she made sure her voice carried. “Well, Mr Fielder. This is one of five strategic oil stores in the Gulf, and only one of our seventy-eight settlements along the East Coast, and it’s the only one producing constant trouble. I don’t get deserters from New York, or even from our new base in Nova Scotia, and they have to deal with European brigands sniping at them night and day.” She turned back to the crowd. “All right, yes, you’re all thinking it. The snipers are probably why they don’t run away. I think you get my point. They are facing true hardship, so why is it always here that I find traitors? No, really, it’s a genuine question. You’ve seen Bill Wright’s journal, yes? His muster points killed at least thirty million. This is who you would seek sanctuary with? He’s killed every single one of the emissaries we sent.”
“Not all,” Logan said, looking at Mateo. “Not every emissary.”
“He left me alive to bring back a message,” Mateo said. “But he lined up my entire team, told them they could walk free, and shot them in the back. Himself. Personally. And he laughed the whole time he was doing it. They were just volunteers. Drivers, radio operators, medics. We went with gifts of fuel, because we know that’s what he needs. He shot everyone except me. That’s the reality of his redcoat empire. Why do you think they came to Canada? To restore a feudal monarchical dictatorship.”
Tippy nodded her thanks to Mateo. She was quietly impressed. The use of redcoat was a nice touch. He’d been reading the books she’d given him. “We are at war,” she said. “In times of war, the niceties have to be put aside. Obviously, there must be punishment.” She went to stand before the two runaways. “Since you want to leave, I propose we let you. Nova Scotia requires soldiers to patrol the forests and guard the workers. Who here is in favour?”
Mateo raised his hand first, giving a cheer. It spread quickly through the ranks until every hand was up. Very quickly in fact. Perhaps too quickly. She couldn’t risk a lieutenant becoming more popular than herself.
“Congratulations, you’ve been conscripted,” she said. “A few months of fighting the redcoats, and you’ll come to understand what we’re doing here. If you survive, maybe you can even return.” She turned to the guard. There was hope in his eyes. She wondered why. “You were on guard duty. We know they have an entire regiment of soldiers who could attack any day. It would only take one of their suicide bombers to target our refinery, and everyone in this entire settlement would be destroyed in the blast. Your actions endangered everyone here. There can be only one punishment.”
“No, please,” Damien said as Tippy held out her hand. Mateo handed her his sidearm. Though his hands were tied, Damien managed to stagger to his feet and bolted along the quayside.
Tippy turned, levelled the gun, and took aim. The man wasn’t even weaving, simply running straight. It was amazing how a supposedly sentient being could so waste the last few minutes of their life. They always did, though. She fired. The first shot was too low, hitting him in the thigh. He almost flew forward as momentum carried him on. Slowly, she paced down the quayside, mentally running through the angles to work out why the bullet had dropped so much over such a short distance. It couldn’t be wind, since there’d not been a whiff of it in days. Was it the humidity?
Not wanting to waste another bullet, she waited until she’d caught up with the guard. He’d managed to crawl five metres. That was impressive. He clearly had drive and stamina when properly motivated. So many of her followers didn’t. But her bullet had shattered his femur, so she had no choice but to do the merciful thing and put him down.
As the bullet’s crack faded, she made her way back to the improvised court. “Take those two to the yacht for transport,” she said. “Anyone who hasn’t got enough work only has to remain here.”
They took the hint and hurried about their duties. Mateo and two of the sailors escorted the two runaways to her yacht.
“You could have at least made it quick,” Helen said when the two of them were alone. Even so, Helen kept her voice low.
“I tried. I missed. It’s over,” Tippy said. “It seems like I’m taking the boat out early, but we can have our picnic at sea. Grace always likes that.”
“And would the entertainment be before or after lunch?” Helen said. She turned on her heel and marched back to the refinery.
 
Tippy sent Mateo to collect the picnic, and to hurry along Helen and Grace, while she retreated to her cabin, stripped off her sweat-coated clothes, and luxuriated in the cool air. Ah, technology. Soon it would be gone, of course. For now, she was going to enjoy it. Up until there was a knock at her door, but it wasn’t the playful rat-a-tat Mateo used.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Conner, ma’am.”
“Wait.” Reluctantly, she pulled on some clothes. “Enter.”
“It’s messages, ma’am. The sat-phone. From General Denning.”
“Really?”
He handed her the phone and a transcript.
“Very good. Wait.” She looked him up and down. Cleaner than most. Taller than most, too. “How old are you?”
“Nineteen, ma’am.”
“You have all your teeth?”
“Yes.”
“You can go.” Maybe he would be a replacement for Mateo. It was one to ponder.
She retreated to her desk to examine the messages. There was nothing from Christoph, the most recent agent she’d sent to be her representative among Denning’s fanatics. Christoph’s last message had come three days ago, sent from the shores of the Cowlitz River when he’d revealed no one had seen Denning for ten days. The general was in isolation, communing with the angels, according to Pakhaüser. She’d told Christoph to find out if the general was even alive. Since then, there’d been silence. Denning was probably dead. Unfortunately, it seemed Christoph might be, too. Pakhaüser, though, had actually written a reply. A long one. An essay in a quasi-biblical style that made Tippy want to gouge out someone’s eyeballs.
It took three readings before she was able to pluck the actual information from the religious briar. They had found the vault. And it was unguarded. So far, they hadn’t been able to make entry. Pakhaüser was fetching some farm machinery from a stash belonging to a group they’d tested last December. The captain estimated they’d be inside in four weeks. Pakhaüser was many things, with insane being at the very top of the list, but she was also as good as her word. If she said four weeks, she meant it. Brewster, however, was like all engineers. His message said the latest tests were a success, but he needed another two weeks, and he’d said exactly the same thing a week ago.
A jaunty rat-a-tat hammered against the door.
“Come in.” She smiled at Mateo as he entered. “Are we all ready?”
“Lady Helen and Lady Grace aren’t coming for lunch,” he said. “Lady Helen said you’d know why.”
“If I knew why, I wouldn’t have invited her for lunch,” Tippy said. She frowned. Honestly, sometimes she didn’t understand her friend at all. “Never mind. What do you make of these?” She handed him the phone.
His face crinkled in concentration as he read Pakhaüser’s missive. He was cute when he concentrated. Perhaps she’d keep him around.
“They found the vault, and she needs four weeks to get inside,” she said. “They’ll need to find specialist equipment to break in. To be honest, that’s all she says. The rest is gibberish.”
“Four weeks? Oh.” He flipped to the next message. “Brewster says two weeks. Do you think he means it this time?”
“He hopes it, but whether he can deliver is another question. I wonder if we still need Brewster if we have the general’s vault.”
“Maybe not. But they still haven’t got inside. We don’t know what’s in there yet.”
“Good point. Tell the captain to set off. When they see us sailing away, the girls will be disappointed they didn’t join us. That will be their punishment.”
“Oh, on that subject, there are those two runaways.”
“Of course. Remind me when we reach the first buoy.”
He left, and she returned to the messages, reading them again, debating on how to reply. Mateo was right. Neither had a usable weapon yet. Not usable in the way she wanted. Brewster’s latest creation was too cumbersome for general deployment. For now. But in two weeks? Well, perhaps. As for Denning and Pakhaüser, anything they found was unlikely to be provided with a delivery system. Yes. That was the answer.
She tapped out a reply to Pakhaüser. “Well done. Great news. Brewster will make a delivery system. Watch out for the Europeans. They will venture south. Watch the waterways. Watch the airports. Watch the skies.” After a moment’s consideration, and knowing her audience, she added, “Our prayers have been answered.”
Was that suitably unambiguous? She was sure Bill would send his people south. After all, it’s what she would do. The region between Puget Sound and the Columbia River was the obvious place for their expansion, and if they were still getting settlers from Australia, they would need to expand and explore.
It was a shame Pierce was dead. She was sure that he was. The last two messages she’d received from him had been at the wrong time; his messages were only to be sent when the minutes past the hour were a prime number. Pierce hadn’t lasted as long as she’d hoped, but he had provided her with some very useful information. Still, it was no surprise that Bill had unmasked him. That left her with only one spy in his camp, except her spy wasn’t actually in Bill’s camp, but wandering northern Canada searching for the French colonel. How hard was it to find an army?
Without Pierce, she didn’t know how soon Bill might send a team into the lands south of Seattle. For that matter, she wasn’t sure Bill had even reached the West Coast yet. He must have done, but he would need time to fix all the problems that had emerged in his absence. Then he would need time to familiarise himself with the terrain. A week? No, two at least. One thing she was certain of, he would lead the expedition southward. Like her, he got restless when he was stuck behind a desk for too long. She gave it about four weeks before he stumbled into Pakhaüser. If the captain had accessed the vault by then, the timing would be perfect. If not, if there was a delay, then everything she’d planned would be in jeopardy.
She picked up the phone and looked at Brewster’s message again. If he really could deliver a functioning weapon in two weeks, then she would have no need of Denning and his followers. A skirmish between them and Bill would be the perfect distraction while she got everything in place. Plus, it would mean the destruction of Denning, Pakhaüser, and their lunatic acolytes. A win-win.
What if Brewster wasn’t ready before Bill arrived? Was it worth sacrificing Brewster in order to buy Pakhaüser more time to get into the vault? Perhaps. She would send Mateo to get a more scientific update from Brewster and make her decision then. Yes, one way or another, it would work out as she intended.
She replied to Brewster and then stretched out, enjoying the quiet until her gaze fell on the Lego pirate ship she and Grace had been building. It was almost finished. Her mood souring, she went on deck to watch for the buoy. There was little relief when it finally came into sight. Its red paint was a stark contrast to the spreading algae covering the Gulf, emphasising the devastation now upon them.
“Bring up the runaways,” she said to no one in particular, knowing the order would be heard. And it was. When Mr and Mrs Fielder were dragged onto the deck, they looked tired rather than defiant. Behind them, the crew gathered.
“Have the prisoners wait by the rail,” she said, waving vaguely to starboard. She couldn’t get the image of that Lego pirate ship out of her mind. What had she done to upset Helen this time? Well, the execution, obviously, but Helen had chosen to stay and watch. Did Bill have to put up with this sort of thing from Kim? Probably. Of course, that was different. That was romance. It was hardly a bond as deep as hers and Helen’s.
“Ma’am.” Mateo stood behind her. The show should start.
“You’re really sending us up north?” Mr Fielder asked.
Her sour mood had taken away the joy she usually felt in such moments. She waved vaguely out towards the deep water. “There’s a boat there. It’ll take you,’” she said.
The couple looked at each other. Mrs Fielder laid a hand on her belly as she turned around and slipped her other hand into her husband’s. Tippy took the gun from Mateo and fired. Her, then him. Two shots. The bodies collapsed to the deck. Her crew hadn’t been expecting it to be over so soon. Usually, she dragged the show out. Sometimes she let them beg. Sometimes she let them fight each other, pretending that there would be salvation for the victor. Once, she’d made them walk the plank. That had been fun. Today, she just wasn’t in the mood.
“I’ll have lunch in my cabin,” she said. When she got there, she picked up the sat-phone. Once again, she was tempted to send a message to Pierce’s phone. She was sure Bill was at the other end. He would understand. Out of all the people in the world, he was the only one who would. But, like she had done every time before, she put the phone down with the message unsent. In a matter of weeks, it would be over. His civilisation would have been destroyed. The Australians would turn aside from North America. She would be left in peace to deal with the real enemy. Perhaps Bill would survive and join her. Perhaps.
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Chapter 1 - An Englishman’s Home
San Juan Island, 3rd July
 
I finally finished Janet’s inaugural speech at half past five this evening. There’ll be a few tweaks and twists before tomorrow’s ceremony, but I’m satisfied that these should be the words history records as those first spoken by the new president. It was strangely invigorating to once-again be engaged in what had been the bread and butter of my professional life. I’ve written speeches since the outbreak, of course, and made more ad hoc announcements, entreaties, and heartfelt pleas than I can remember. While in Australia, I even gave a few speeches myself, though those were written in a rush with an incomplete understanding of the world the audience inhabited. This is different. This is the beginning of a new history.
It took a month to travel across Canada, albeit with nearly a week in Cooking Lake for Annette’s birthday and a chance to reconnect with my family. I’ve arrived in the Pacific Northwest to find that I am the lynchpin, scapegoat, and mascot of everything we are trying to achieve, and not just in North America. Two weeks ago, a plane arrived from Australia carrying fifty-six relatives of Canadians already here. In the hold was a diplomatic packet from Mary O’Leary that included copies of the Australian news-sheets. One carried an editorial with the headline, “First Britain, then North America, now Australia; Bill Wright’s Secret Plan for a Better World.” Needless to say, I have no such plan.
It was once said that people want politicians who understand their struggles, but politicians want someone they can blame. There’s some truth in that, but only in that politicians are people, too, beset by the same fears and uncertainty as everyone else. As the sun begins to rise on our darkest night, the survivors are coming to terms with all that was lost, all who were lost, and what our futures truly hold.
We won, but it doesn’t feel like a victory. We survived, but people still feel hopeless. We’re alive, but the future is oh so bleak. Janet’s first act on arriving on San Juan Island was to set up a cancer ward. The first thing Bertha, our mortician, did was begin expanding the cemetery. The Australian newspaper has an entire page dedicated to people vainly searching for loved ones with whom they lost contact during the outbreak. In short, the future looks grim. People want to feel there is a purpose for the ongoing sacrifice that will carry them to an early grave. They want a grand plan. In its absence, the editor seems to have invented one, with me as its architect.
The foundation stone of my position is the evacuation plan which I wrote in a rush. Other nations stamped my name on their own local schemes to avoid any future blame. Yet, almost universally, instead of blame, I am on the receiving end of the credit, which is just as undeserved, and equally unwelcome. Now, because an editor wanted to rehash an old story to fill up a few pages, my pedestal has grown higher, as has the distance to fall. Not that I care about my reputation in Australia. My concern is for our community here in the Northern Pacific, and how a collapse in my reputation locally will impact confidence in a government we are still trying to form.
Whatever the crisis, I am expected to have an opinion, if not the answer, but what do I know of shipbuilding or education policy? What do I know about farming or the construction of tidal barrages? What do I know about the importance of chlorine to the chemical industry? Yes, what did politicians ever know? That is why the civil service employed experts. One universal truth, undiminished by the outbreak, is that no one wants ultimate responsibility for lives yet unborn. That goes for Janet and Napatchie as much as for Nilda and Rahinder, Heather and Bran. I certainly don’t want it either. But because I can’t identify a tumour, build a refinery, or teach how to replace a broken window, I’m the one who has to stand on that pedestal and accept the flowers, knowing that slings and arrows will follow. So, yes, it was gratifying to once again be doing something I do know, like writing a speech.
 
I took a photograph of the final draft and put the original into the office’s small safe. The phone went into my pocket so I could run the speech by Chester after dinner. That only left swapping my indoor T-shirt for the royal blue button-down and black tie with the rather nice half-moon pattern. When I saw myself in the mirror, I had to smile at how the meaning of a black-tie dinner has changed somewhat in the last two years. For the better, I think. Ten minutes ahead of schedule, I went downstairs.
What can I say of our home? I’m not one to believe in ghosts, but this place is more haunted than any castle I’ve ever visited. At least it’s close to the White House. That sounds too dismissive. I know Kim put a lot of effort into selecting both the island and the home. It was designed and built by the architect who inherited the land from his farmer-father. We have yet to find any mention or photographs of the mother. The old farmhouse was torn down, and in its place were built four holiday cottages. Those are currently being used as overspill accommodation for the White House, and tonight are hosting the guests who’ve come for tomorrow’s inauguration. The rest of the land was sold to the neighbours who owned a craft farm.
It’s a two-storey with seven bedrooms upstairs, and the same number of rooms downstairs, and that’s just the northern half of the house. The southern half is a cavernous living-room kitchen. The rear wall is made of glass that becomes transparent when a current is run through it. I assume it’s glass, though it’s as thick as a brick, and will be impossible to repair when it breaks. In other words, it’s the very opposite of a castle. Still, the house is big enough for our needs, which have grown quite a bit. Kim and Wendy Seward have been sharing parenting duties while I was schlepping my way across Canada. When Wendy and Joseph are on the island with their infant daughter Bea, they stay in our house. So does their teenage daughter Tasha, who shares a room with Annette where they can more easily plot and conspire. When the rest of the Seward clan come with them, they use one of the cottages. They also share the child-watching skills of Hazel, who has a room of her own as she is now our live-in nanny and Kim’s administrative assistant. She’s my assistant, too, I suppose.
We have an art room, a Lego room, a growing library, and an office with its very own functioning landline phone, albeit there are only five other landlines on the island. Each four-digit number is a year. Dial 1776 and you get connected with the White House’s radio room. 1066 is the school. 1400 is the harbour, selected by Heather when she thought the number was for her home port on Vancouver Island. Janet’s House is 1972, the year the first woman, a nurse no less, achieved the rank of admiral in the U.S. Navy. The hospital is 1928, marking the year penicillin was created. And we are 1890, a date picked by Annette either in homage or mockery of my brother. Probably a little of both.
Yes, all in all, it’s a decent house with more mod cons than I knew existed. As long as we keep the generator powered up, we’ve got air con and as much freshly made ice as I can crunch. Forget your smart lights and smarter lock systems, on-demand ice-cubes are the true sign of success. I give it two years before everything breaks, but until then, I shall revel in being a domestic frost god.
I suppose that’s why I’m somewhat ambivalent about the house. All its wondrous little gadgets are dependent on electricity which comes from a generator. If we run out of fuel on the island, we’ll have bigger issues than my inability to throw ice to the squirrels. But things will break, and we will have to move on since there’s no way we can repair them. Yes, this feels like another temporary home. Well, of course it is, because Kim picked it due to its proximity to the White House.
We’ll hold the inauguration tomorrow. In six and a bit years, Janet will step-down from the presidency. Someone else will be elected, and then we’ll move on, too, assuming Janet wins the election in two years, of course.
I don’t know how long these versions of the United States and Canada will last. One of the few things on which everyone in the leadership group can agree is that they will eventually be replaced with a new federation. To do that, we first need assemblies that are viewed, internally and externally, as the legitimate successors of the old American nations. Janet thinks it will take six years. I think ten. Sholto thinks two elected presidents as a bare minimum. Regardless, when that day comes, only then can the assemblies vote to dissolve and form a new union with their neighbour. At which point we can finally pick a new capital or build one along the old border. For now, we’re stuck with San Juan, which is dependent on supplies brought in by boat. The logistics are an absolute nightmare, and that’s only one of the reasons I wouldn’t have selected it as our new capital. The decision was made by Janet and Kim long before I arrived, yet in the forty-odd hours I’ve been here, I’ve had six compliments on my choice of the island, and four complaints.
 
The wall clock showed five forty when I got downstairs. Daisy sat at her little red table by the giant glass wall, drawing lines, some horizontal, some vertical. It took a moment to realise she was sketching an abstract landscape of the trees visible outside, each the
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