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      Friday, November 13th.

      Raising his glass, Solly Masters saluted the worst week of his life.

      "Cheers and good riddance," he said as he drained the bourbon and set the tumbler back onto the sticky mirrored surface of the bar.

      He glanced up at the clock that sat above the row of liquor bottles. 11:51. Less than ten minutes to go and he could start afresh, a free man with a world of possibilities before him.

      The barkeep—a wide man with dark skin and the patience of Job—offered the bottle and, receiving the slightest of nods, poured another shot.

      "Thanks, Gabe," Solly said, raising the glass to his lips.

      The barkeep shrugged lazily. "It's my job, Sol. Don't take it too fast, though, d'you hear?"

      Solly's only response was to give a false smile and watch as Gabriel shuffled off to serve the next loser.

      What a week, he thought. Seven days ago, he'd been married—technically at least, though the relationship with his wife had, in practice, been dead for six months or so. Maybe longer. He now knew why Bella had been so keen for him to move to New York. Out of sight, out of mind. His childhood sweetheart had become his ex-wife and now another man had moved into the family home. He thought of his kids, Jake and Maddie. Were they missing him? When would he see them again? He'd barely been home over the past year, since he'd taken the Manhattan job.

      The job he'd just lost. The chance of a lifetime to work for one of New York's top publishing companies. He'd moved across country and taken up his position as a software engineer only to find that he'd spent most of his time wiping the butts of the juvenile coders on his team. And then, less than a year later, his company merged with another and, guess what? His team was surplus to requirements.

      The bottle appeared in his peripheral vision again. Nod. Pour. Sip.

      And then, to cap it all, his girlfriend had dumped him. Rivka had worked in the same department as him but had somehow managed to get herself transferred just ahead of the layoffs. They'd met over late night pizza in the office, just after the divorce paperwork had come through. A shared interest in coding and sci-fi had brought them together. She looked a bit like Annie Lennox, but his guilt got in the way and no one likes a guilty lover.

      Plenty more fish in the sea for a catch like you, Solly, he thought, sarcastically. Though he'd believed he was happy with the one he already had. Just goes to show. Divorced, unemployed, alone. What a week.

      He glanced up at the clock again. 11:55—five minutes to go and Friday the thirteenth would be behind him.

      He didn't recognize any of the other drinkers. Some were sitting, heads bowed, along the bar, and others nursed their drinks in the booths by the windows. The TV, which hung from a pillar in the ceiling, was showing the weather forecast, but Solly didn't need any bearded geek to tell him it was snowing. Then, as he was watching, the scene changed to a stern-faced young woman. A scrolling caption beneath her proclaimed "breaking news..."

      "Gabe," Solly called. "Gabe!" He waved his hand at the TV and the barman turned the volume up.

      "... died," the solemn voice said. "I repeat. Shock news: we can confirm that the entrepreneur and global philanthropist Annabel Lee has died."

      Utter silence fell in the bar. It was as if the world was holding its breath. Solly only realized his mouth was wide open when he felt the dribble running down his chin. She was dead? How could that be? How could the woman credited with saving the lives of millions around the world have possibly lost her own?

      He noticed that the news presenter was still speaking, and she was obviously as shocked as her viewers. Her eyes glistened and the fake-serious expression typical of her breed had been replaced by genuine human emotion.

      "... Korolev's Malady, a rare form of degenerative nerve disease. Many are asking how it could be that this illness was not detected early enough for it to be cured."

      Twisting his wrist, Solly glanced at the readout from his BonesWare monitor. He'd been ignoring its persistent buzz because he knew well enough that his blood pressure was high and had often wondered whether being constantly monitored like this was being truly helpful or whether it was merely feeding his hypochondria.

      The scene on the TV had shifted to show the entrance to a black-glass building. A podium stood there, drenched in artificial light and the caption that scrolled along the bottom of the screen explained that a statement from Lee's husband was expected at any moment.

      "Gabe," Solly said. "Pour me another, will you?"

      Without turning, the barman slid the bottle along the bar. "Knock yourself out."

      Solly gave himself a generous measure and then looked up again as the newscaster's voice announced, "Scott Lee, husband of Annabel, will now make a statement."

      A thin man in a black suit was standing behind the lectern, holding a slate and composing himself. Lee had jealously guarded the privacy of her close family, while being an entirely public figure herself. Solly wondered how she'd kept her illness secret.

      11:59. Solly watched the clock as he watched the man on the screen. He felt ashamed that this tragedy hadn't given him some perspective on his own problems, but the trouble was that whatever happened to anyone else, he was stuck in his own life, in a perfect storm of his own making. But tomorrow would be different.

      "... and this is the message she wished me to read to you," the man continued. "'My friends and fellow human beings. I have devoted my life to your service and now that it has come to an end, I wish only to say... goodbye.'"

      He put down the slate, stared into the camera…

      … and dropped like a stone.

      "What the hell?" Gabe yelled as the bar erupted with noise. Everyone was talking at once and the scene on the TV shifted to the viewpoint of a shaky camera as its operator tried to get close enough to see what had happened. Big men in black coats formed a protective barrier. One drew his sidearm and pointed it at the camera. He appeared to be yelling to stay back.

      It was at that moment that Solly realized he'd had too much to drink. What he wanted, above all else, was to sober up instantly. His mind was treading water as the drama threatened to overwhelm it. He dropped off his bar stool and steadied himself. He could watch this unfold from the comfort of his own bed and without all the noise and hysteria of the bar.

      They all knew the man was dead—no one drops like that and gets up again. Blue lights flashed, and the view switched back to the news anchor who looked like a rabbit caught in the headlights. "We're getting unconfirmed reports that Scott Lee has died. I stress again, these are unconfirmed."

      Solly had no doubt they would be confirmed soon enough.

      "Died of a broken heart," Gabe said as Solly pulled his coat over his shoulders and struggled with the arms. "Kinda poetic."

      The bar was quiet again as everyone watched to see what would happen next. Solly, however, wanted nothing more than to get home. He looked up at the clock. 12:01. It was now tomorrow and the first day of the rest of his life.

      He turned to go and gave a drunken salute as he made his way to the exit. He didn't notice Gabe suddenly falling to the floor, the noise of the street drowning out the sound of the bottle smashing as he dropped.

      It had been snowing and the sidewalks were covered in a wet mush that seeped through his shoes and froze his toes. He felt more alive as soon as he stepped out into the cold night air and he walked steadily and purposefully toward his apartment. At least his layoff money would mean he could make rent until he found something else to do—Jackson Heights was getting expensive.

      Was it his imagination or were the streets quieter than usual? Word spread instantaneously in the modern world, he guessed, and he was forced to push past pedestrians standing in the street gazing down at their phones as they watched the feed.

      "Hey, buddy!" one man said as Solly tried to make his way through. "Man down here."

      Solly snapped out of his commuter mode. A young man lay on the ground and he was as dead as Annabel Lee's husband.

      "Just fell over," the bystander was saying. "I nearly tripped on him."

      "Anyone called 911?"

      "What d'you think?" the man replied. "Something's wrong with the network—no one can get through."

      Solly looked down at the victim. Even under the sterile glare of the street lights he was obviously Hispanic. He had a goatee and one arm had fallen over his head, ruining his carefully gelled hair. It would have been funny if it weren't so shocking. He'd barely lived and there, in a moment, it was all over. His smartphone lay where it had been tossed as he fell, and his Bones display was flashing red on his wrist.

      There was nothing he could do and Solly could feel the warning signs of a funk descending on him, so he left them to it. Well, he was getting his wish—he felt as sober as a judge. Adrenaline'll do that for you. His Bones vibrated madly, but he ignored it. His medication was at home, and that was where he was heading.

      Oh, to hell with it, he thought, and raised an arm to flag down a cab. He could afford it, for now. "79th Street, Jackson Heights," he said as he got in.

      "You listening to this?" the cab driver said. His accent was Eastern European and he pointed at the car's display which was showing the live feed. "First she die. Then husband. Now others."

      The scrolling caption proclaimed an epidemic of seizures across the country. God in heaven. What was going on?

      Solly tried to ignore the newsfeed as the car picked its way through the streets. The reds and whites of the car lights popped out of focus as he leaned his head against the glass. It was warm and safe in here and he felt a yearning for his own bed—unmade though it was. Sleep beckoned and, he hoped, he'd awaken to a new world.

      It was slow going, but then, as they entered Queens, the traffic eased up a little, and the driver put his foot down. "I want to go home, too," he said as the cab weaved around a corner.

      Solly snapped fully awake at the squeal of tires only feet away. The cab driver let out a yell and the taxi skidded sideways as, with a massive heave, another much larger car plunged into it. With a deafening rush, glass exploded into the passenger compartment, Solly was thrown across the back seat before the door automatically swung open and he fell into the wet street. He smelled gasoline and slipped twice as he tried to get up, throwing the slush from his hands. He ran around to the driver's side, but the front end of the big black SUV had compressed it like a compactor and he could see, without needing to look closely, that the cab driver was dead. Poor devil. All he'd wanted to do was go home.

      The passenger door of the SUV opened, and a woman got out. "My husband!" she called out. Solly realized that the smell of gasoline was becoming stronger and he looked down to see a pool forming beneath the car, the snow melting around it.

      "Get away from the cars!" he yelled at the woman as he pulled her away. "There's nothing you can do for him—run before it blows!"

      To his dismay, other cars had stopped, and their drivers were jumping out to see what had happened. "Get out of here!" he yelled.

      "But my husband," the woman shouted. "We have to help him."

      Solly groaned in frustration and yanked on the driver's door. It had crumpled a little on impact and it took three attempts before, with a final effort, he could pull it open far enough to look inside.

      "Victor!" She was at his shoulder, trying to get past him. The driver was dead, there was no doubt about it. He sat behind the wheel with his head thrown back, his mouth wide open and his eyes staring into the night but seeing nothing.

      Solly backed out and grabbed her by the arms. "Lady, he's dead. I'm sorry, but we have to go now!"

      "My children, in the back seat!"

      "Seriously?"

      He pulled open the back door. A young child, two or three years old, sat in a safety chair. The instant she saw Solly, she began to bawl, and tears began flowing down her cheeks. Next to her was a boy of around five, staring at him in silence. "Can you get yourself out, son?"

      The boy nodded, his face betraying the onset of shock. "Will you help me with your sister?" he asked, fighting to bring a calmness to his voice he didn't feel. The mother was trying to shake her dead husband back to life, oblivious to the fate of her children.

      With the boy's help, Solly managed to release the younger child and lift her out. Why were these seats so difficult to use? With his spare arm, he helped the boy to the pavement. "Well done," he said as he led him quickly around the back of the car and stood the two of them on the sidewalk. Solly left them there, crying, as he ran back to the car, grabbed the woman by the shoulder and pulled her to where her children waited.

      "They need you," he bellowed, before jabbing a finger in the direction of the SUV, "he doesn't. Now take them somewhere safe!"

      He turned and left her there. He had done his best, but he simply couldn't be responsible for everyone he met.

      Looking back, he half expected to see the cars going up in a ball of flame, but his eyes were drawn upwards by something that his animal brain knew was all wrong before his mind caught up.

      That plane was too low. Way too low. It was coming down.

      He heard the descending wail just as the nose hit the side of a tall building off to his left. He stood, transfixed, for long enough to see the fireball erupt, engulfing the plane and running, roaring, down the side of the building and heading straight for him.

      He glanced desperately around and just made it to the shelter of the subway entrance as liquid flame reached street level and consumed everything and everyone in its path.
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      In the 1780s, a Swiss inventor created the first pedometer, a simple device used to count steps taken and distance traveled while walking. This crude device was soon introduced into the United States by Thomas Jefferson, and in the 1960s, a Japanese company released the world's first pedometer. This, arguably, was the first step toward what we now know as “wearables,” common devices in the form of watches and bracelets and even rings that connect to the internet and track your every step and heartbeat.

      The rapid advance of health-monitoring technology in the increasingly competitive and antagonistic healthcare field has led to advanced devices that do more than just monitor your steps and your heart rate. Now, pacemakers can be wirelessly monitored and controlled to help ensure a patient’s heart keeps right on beating, and blood sugar levels can be checked by an implant linked to a smartphone app. Before long, the implant will also be able to deliver the right amount of insulin automatically, with no need for needles or daily blood measurements of any kind.

      Today, wearables of various forms are everywhere, and the medical industry is looking for ways to turn them into diagnostic tools and a source of profit. We only await an entrepreneur with the vision to take the final step—wearables that not only monitor and diagnose, but also treat through implants embedded close to vital organs. In September of 2018, one major insurer declared it will no longer offer life insurance policies that do not include digital fitness tracking via smartwatches and other wearables.

      The future is here.

      By connecting these devices and the vast quantity of data they provide into the artificial intelligence technologies being developed by the global technology companies, it will become possible to predict the onset of diseases and conditions at a much earlier stage, treat many of them automatically, and to save millions of lives.

      What if those devices were then hijacked by someone intent on doing harm? Someone who knew how to access the devices, manipulate them, and turn them from devices that save into ones that kill. Once installed, the implants would be almost impossible for anyone but a professional to remove without killing the patient. But a device that can restart a heart could also be used to stop it.

      In the vastly interconnected world we live in, any system is only as strong as its weakest point, and though it may be built upon technologies that were considered impenetrable when they were developed, the endless march of computing power and AI allied to the never-changing dark side of human nature mean that what was once seen as the savior of humanity might become its executioner.

      When people begin to drop, apparently at random, only those with guts, brains and a measure of luck stand a chance of surviving for long enough to work out what has happened and, perhaps, how to stop it before it ends in extinction.

      In the world after The Long Night, you never know when your time is up.
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      The wall of flame was gone in an instant and then the screaming started. Solly opened his eyes to utter blackness, spinning around in panic before, finally, patches of light appeared, and he knew he wasn't blind. Pain stabbed at his chest as he took a lungful of the smoke and fell again before crawling along the filthy, debris-strewn floor and pushing his mouth to the foot of a wall where he could feel a breeze of breathable air. He lay there, listening to moaning in the dark as he fought to keep the bile in his guts from rising into his throat.

      Breathe, Solly, just breathe.

      "Help me." It was the sound of quiet desperation. The last seconds of another soul who, moments before, had been climbing the stairs of the subway. She was probably on her way home, he thought. Well, she was going to her eternal home now.

      Tears escaped from his tightly shut lids as he lay there, pulling in as little air as he could through a tiny gap between his teeth. A slickness spread up his pants and he put his hand down, fearing he'd wet himself, but it wasn't coming from him at all. He knew what it was and explored no more. Others had died around him and it was, for now, best not to look.

      He remained there until the air began to clear and he was able to gently roll onto his back.

      "You ok, pal?"

      A face looked down at him.

      "I'd taken you for another dead one, but you moved. Are you hurt bad?"

      Solly pulled himself into a sitting position and looked around him. The lights of the subway—those that had survived the explosion—were now punching through the black smoke as it cleared. A couple of feet away lay the body of a woman in a pool of her own blood, flashlights bouncing from its congealing surface. He shifted himself along the wall a little as he realized that he'd been lying in the crimson puddle.

      "Can you get up? I'm a medic. Here to help."

      Taking the man's offered hand, Solly struggled to his feet and muttered his thanks.

      "Just see if anyone else is alive, will you?" the medic replied.

      Solly nodded and staggered toward the top of the stairs, but the arms and legs he could see against the light coming from below belonged to people who could no longer use his help, so, using the walls and handrails for support, he made his way around what remained of the entrance to the subway. There were no other survivors and no way out. In the dim light coming from behind, it looked as though part of the plane's fuselage had come to rest there. No, the only way out was through the subway, so, after a final check, he went back to the stairs and, stepping over the charred and stiffened remains of those that had taken the full brunt of the fireball, he moved carefully down the stairs.

      The medic was kneeling beside the hunched figure of an old man. At first glance, Solly had assumed he was an African American, but then he saw the man's hands which were as pinky-white as his own. The old man was crying as wisps of smoke rose from the ruins of his face. The medic, bending over him, was sobbing as he apologized for not being able to relieve the man's torment. It was obvious that nothing could be done to save him or to make his passing quicker and Solly was about to move on, unable to bear witness any longer, when he spotted someone sitting at the bottom of the stairs, apparently oblivious to the chaos. If only the old man could be that oblivious, Solly thought. Then, a desperate idea seized him.

      "Have you got any gear?" Solly said, crouching down.

      "Uh?" Black-ringed eyes peered out from beneath a hood. It was a girl. She could only be in her late teens, but addiction had robbed her body of any semblance of normal growth.

      Solly grabbed the filthy bag that lay beside her. She made a fitful movement but fell back immediately. "Not cool. My smack."

      He pulled out a grip-seal bag with an inch of brown powder in the bottom.

      As he peered at it, the old man on the steps gave a shriek of pain. Solly took the half empty liquor bottle that lay beside the girl and tipped the powder inside before shaking it. "Sorry, his need is greater than yours," he said before getting up again and climbing the steps to where the old man sat, sobbing in pain.

      "Here," he said, handing the bottle to the medic. "Alcohol and smack. The best I can do."

      The medic held it to the man's mouth and watched as he swallowed. After a few moments the old man sighed with relief, looked up at Solly then grabbed the bottle and emptied it in one go. They watched the light go out of his eyes as his chest heaved one final time and he was still.

      "Thank you," the medic said. "I couldn't leave him, but I couldn't help him either."

      Solly helped him to his feet. "I don't reckon there's anyone else here we can do anything for."

      "I told everyone who could walk to get onto the subway. That's where the rescue services will come in, I think."

      "If they're coming at all."

      The medic stopped for a moment. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "There was bad stuff going down before that plane crashed. First, Annabel Lee, then her husband. I saw others just drop on the street. Then the plane went down. I don't reckon we can look for any help for a while."

      "I was just going on shift," the medic said. "Guess I'm going to be a little late. Marek's the name."

      "Solly."

      They shook hands, and both headed toward the brightly lit platform. A train stood there with its doors wide open. Every inch was occupied as the survivors of the inferno, and the puzzled commuters who'd happened to be on the train as it stopped at this station, crammed on board and waited to be taken away from the scene of devastation.

      Solly hesitated before following the medic onto the train. His mind was reeling from the events of an hour during which his world had turned inside out. Suddenly, with razor-sharp clarity, his mind latched onto the fact that he was trapped below ground.

      His only option seemed to be to get on the waiting train knowing that he was putting his life in the hands of someone who could drop dead in an instant—just like the pilot of that plane. And the co-pilot. Good grief, what was going on?

      As he stood, facing outwards, the doors began to close with the finality of a coffin lid sliding shut. Panic gripped him, and he leaped back onto the platform as the train was sealed. He watched Marek the medic banging on the inside of the door as it began to move slowly along the platform.

      Now what? He cast around for another way out and saw a door, dimly lit in the corner of the wall containing the train tunnel. He ran toward it, ignoring the chasing footsteps of other stranded passengers following his lead.

      Maintenance Personnel Only. He ignored the sign and pushed the bar to open the door. Amber emergency lights illuminated a long and narrow tunnel.

      "Where d'you think it goes?"

      Solly whipped around to find himself surrounded by a dozen or so frightened people. The clothes of the woman who'd spoken were still smoking. Behind her, the train accelerated as it slid along.

      "I don't know," he said, "but I'm not staying in here."

      Another voice piped up, "There'll be another one along soon enough. Safer to wait."

      "Suit yourself," Solly said. All he cared about was getting back to the surface and out of this tomb-like subway.

      "See, it's coming in now!"

      They all turned back to the platform as a warm wind played over their faces.

      "Something's wrong," one of the commuters said. "Sounds like it's coming in too fast. Can't hear the brakes."

      "Quick, get inside!" Solly roared. The first woman, the one with the smoking coat, moved instantly, but the others hesitated. "Come on!"

      Glancing back at the platform he was just in time to see the blur of a train emerging at full speed out of the tunnel, its front end disappearing almost instantly from his line of sight. He pulled his nearest neighbor into the service shaft and grabbed the handle but had only pulled the door half closed when, with a sound like a fist connecting with a pane of glass, a white flash of heat pushed it shut and hurled him backwards to sprawl on the floor.

      The cries of shock died away almost instantly. Solly scrambled to his feet. No one suggested he open the door again. No one wanted to see what was on the other side.

      Solly took a quick head count. Eight souls survived. He felt a pang of sorrow for Marek. He hadn't deserved to die. There hadn't been time to convince him to get off and if Solly had tried, they'd both now be dead. True enough, but it didn't lessen the guilt he felt.

      "Come on," he said to the woman with the smoking clothes. "Let's see if this leads anywhere useful."

      "Okay. I'm Mona, by the way." She was a short woman of late middle age with olive skin and hair streaked with gray.

      "Solly." It seemed utterly bizarre to be observing social niceties when civilization was crumbling around them, but it was somehow comforting. Perhaps when everything's going to pot, the little rituals of normal life are all you have to cling onto.

      He led them along the passageway. It was obviously intended to allow maintenance crews to service the main tunnel, though he had no intention of trying to get out that way. Solly was hopeful, however, that it would also have access to the surface, so they trudged along with only the sounds of their feet on the slippery floor and half-imagined scurrying sounds to accompany them.

      "Ah!"

      Solly swung around to see a man drop to the floor. Even down here, death was stalking them. He pushed past the others and knelt down. The man, who was large, gray haired and of oriental appearance, lay with his hand over his chest, staring at nothing. On his wrist, his BonesWare flashed red as a message scrolled across it: Cardiac failure. Seek immediate medical assistance.

      There was no assistance here.

      Dropping to the floor beside the body, Solly felt around the man's stubbly neck for a pulse. Nothing. He began compressions while Mona knelt beside him, opened the man's mouth, and blew into his lungs.

      His chest rose and fell, but only in time with Mona's breaths.

      Solly sat up between compressions and glanced at the BonesWare monitor. The display had gone black.

      Mona began to weep quietly.

      Solly sighed as he got to his feet and helped her up. " I'm sorry. I don't mean to be callous, but we've got to get out of here or we're no use to anyone. I don't know about you, but I want to call home, see how my kids are."

      She nodded. "But what killed him? Are we all waiting just to drop down dead?"

      "I'm not waiting for anything," Solly responded, sounding more determined than he felt. But she had put into words something that had been scaring Solly since the car crash. People were dying. Lots of people. One minute they were walking along, the next they were gone. How was the Grim Reaper deciding who to take and how was he doing it? Solly glanced down at his own BonesWare. It featured its usual warning about his blood pressure, but otherwise looked completely normal. Would it be his turn next?

      About a hundred yards along he found a vertical ladder that disappeared into the darkness above.

      "Solly," Mona said as he grabbed hold of the ladder. "What's going on? All those people back there, that poor man. The train crash. The airplane?"

      Solly turned to her and gave a sad shrug. "I don't know. Something big is going down, but all I care about right now is getting out of here and back onto the street." And then what? To the apartment he'd called home for the past eighteen months. The pure adrenaline of the past hour or so had cleared his mind of the alcohol he'd downed at Gabe's. Good grief, it felt like a lifetime ago. Now, however, he could feel exhaustion creeping back into his muscles and mind. He needed to get back. He needed to call Bella.

      He gave Mona a brief smile and began climbing the ladder. As he went, he felt the vibrations of others following him. No one wanted to be trapped in the subway. Whatever awaited them up-top, it would be good to feel fresh air on his face.

      He heaved the man-hole cover to one side and pulled himself up the last few feet until he was kneeling on the slush-covered sidewalk.

      They'd emerged beside an intersection. It was now past 1 a.m., but cars were crawling along, ignoring the traffic lights. As his eyes adjusted, he could see that several vehicles had been abandoned and he knew that whatever had happened around Gabe's and in the subway was killing people here also. His tired eyes focused on the sign—Ditmars Boulevard. He thought for a moment, cursing the fact that he'd traveled everywhere by taxi since he arrived here. Ditmars. Yes, that was it. By sheer good fortune he wasn't far from home.

      He helped the others out of the service tunnel. Some of them thanked him, others simply ran off into the darkness, as desperate as he was to get home and find out what was happening.

      Mona was the last to emerge.

      "Where are we, Solly?"

      "The intersection of Grand Central Parkway and Ditmars; La Guardia's right behind us," he said. "Look, can you get yourself home from here?"

      She looked around, confused. "I live in Glendale. Is that near here?"

      "Haven't got a clue."

      "It's okay, I'll get a taxi," she said, glancing up and down the road.

      Solly sighed. "Don't do that Mona. Look, you can come home with me if you like and I'll get you home in the morning."

      The relief was obvious on her face. "Oh, thank you so much."

      Marvelous. All he wanted was to get back to his apartment as quickly as possible and phone home. "Come on," he said, "we have to move fast."

      They headed across the intersection as police sirens sounded in the distance.
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      Solly jogged over the crossing and onto the overpass then paused, waiting for Mona to catch up with him. He drew long breaths into his aching lungs, still sore from inhaling smoke in the subway, and gazed out over Grand Central Parkway, watching the headlights of cars picking their way through the stranded vehicles. Not long now and the arteries of the city would clog. Again, he felt the tightness of claustrophobia he'd first experienced underground. Miles and miles of tarmac and concrete between him and the open countryside and every route to a fast escape was closing up.

      He pushed down hard on the panic as Mona caught up. "Sorry," she said. "Not so fit as I used to be."

      "I live down on 79th—about a mile. We’ve got to move fast, though. I'm not sure what's going on out there, but it's not likely to be pretty." He scanned the darkness, his ears pricking as sirens wailed. His eye was caught by the movement of a pickup truck that was easing between abandoned cars. It was going at barely walking pace, but something about it made him uneasy. Or maybe he was just jumping at everything now. The sooner he got back to his apartment, and his medication, the better. Without warning, his mind's eye flicked to the old man with the burned off face and he shook his head, breathed in the cold air and headed over the bridge.

      "This way!" he called to Mona, who was struggling behind him. He darted off to the right, along a narrow tree-lined road that, on a summer's day, would probably be pleasant enough. On this snowy night in a dying Manhattan, on the other hand, all he could see were potential hiding places for attackers. He reached the corner and waited again for Mona. A house alarm was blaring, and he thought he could see figures darting to and fro. Surely the rule of law wouldn't break down so quickly? Did others know something he didn't? From the house on the corner rose a cry of grief and he knew another person had dropped.

      Over Mona's shoulder, he saw the pickup as it turned into the road they'd just walked along. "You need to lose that bag," he said.

      "What?" Her face darkened with suspicion.

      "I don't want it!" he said, "But they probably do.” He gestured at the truck behind them. “They’re probably looters looking for easy pickings. At least I hope so. That fancy bag has gotten their attention."

      "No! It's got my stuff in it."

      The pickup truck accelerated toward them. Solly was faced with a choice: rip the bag from her shoulder or grab Mona and run for it. "Come on!" he said, pulling on her hand and heading around the corner. He heard the rev of the pickup's engine. Somehow, his body found more reserves of adrenaline as he ran, dragging Mona along with him, down the side of the block of houses and across another intersection. Oddly, this one was largely deserted, with only a handful of cars dotted around and even fewer moving.

      He pulled his collar up against the icy wind that whipped across the road as they ran. A fast food restaurant stood on the corner so they caught shelter against its red brick wall and, as Mona panted, Solly peered back the way they'd come. No sign of the pickup now. His rational mind relaxed a little. After all, why pursue them when there must have been richer pickings? But his lizard brain was buzzing a warning. Something was wrong. He felt like the mouse that thinks it has outwitted the cat just as the paw drops.

      "You okay?"

      Mona nodded, though he could see she was exhausted. Then, just as he was about to slide along the wall and down 80th Street, he heard the revving of a truck engine. They were coming.

      Instinctively, he pushed on the door of the diner and, to his surprise, it opened. "In here!" he yelled. She followed him inside and he slammed the door shut.

      It was dark inside, and the air smelled of curry. Solly slid the nearest table against the door and piled chairs on top as fists thumped on the door outside. "It won't hold," he said. "We need to find another way out."

      As they edged toward the kitchen of the dimly lit restaurant, a window smashed, and a bright ball of fire fell through the gap, rolling along the floor. It instantly set the nearest table cloth aflame and, within moments, the inside of the restaurant was lit with a flickering orange glow.

      Solly barged into the kitchen and almost fell over the body on the floor. A man dressed to cook. Maybe he'd been washing up after the place had closed. No one had been there to see him fall and Solly didn't have time to feel sadness or regret on behalf of the anonymous chef. He and Mona stepped over the man's prone corpse and headed toward the back door. As he went, Solly grabbed the knife that lay on the surface. The blade was filthy, but he was prepared to bet it would prove sharp enough.

      Flame erupted into the kitchen as the fire alarm blared. Sprinklers fired fitfully, but the air was close to unbreathable now and their only chance was to get out through the back door. Solly burst through it and found himself in a small yard surrounded by a brick wall topped with a wire fence.

      Mona shrieked. A huge man had leaped down from the wall and was pulling on her bag as another man, lean and wiry, followed him and faced Solly. This one was dressed in a dark winter coat and torn jeans, his face a mass of tattoos and murder in his eyes.

      "What you got?" he said in a broad eastern accent. "iPhone? Here, give it to me. Maybe you live?"

      Solly had few friends, and even the most generous of them wouldn't call him a man of action. But every man, every person, has their limit. He hefted the knife. "Let her go, and get out of here," he said, desperately trying to keep his voice steady. Mona's bag was now in the hands of the other thug and she was now struggling under his grip.

      The thin man laughed. "You know how many I cut tonight?" he sneered. He then held up three fingers. "This jacket, it's nice, no? Better on me than him."

      It was a universal law, it seemed, that as soon as any tragedy struck, the jackals would start preying on the weakest. Where were the police? Concentrating their efforts on the better parts of town, no doubt. Queens could fend for itself.

      Solly lunged, moving so fast he caught his opponent by surprise, his knife ripping into the arm of the coat he was wearing. With a cry, the man stepped back, then forward again, bringing his fist around in an arc that connected with the side of Solly's face and sent him reeling backwards as Mona cried out in dismay.

      The man was on top of him before he could recover. Solly caught the flash of a knife just in time to duck, flinging his arm out to protect himself. To his astonishment, the attacker shrieked as Solly's knife sliced into his shoulder. It was a complete accident, but Solly pressed his advantage by stabbing at the man's open chest with every ounce of rage and desperation behind the blow. The thin man dropped to the floor, shrieking with the knife embedded in his ribs. With a snarl, the thug who'd been holding Mona stepped forward, his own blade drawn. Ignoring his stricken comrade, he thrust out a huge hand, grabbed Solly by the throat and propelled him against the wall. Solly felt himself being raised onto tiptoes, but he could do nothing to release that deadly grip. He felt his throat closing and his peripheral vision began to close in, leaving only the scarred face of his attacker visible. The last thing he'd ever see.

      Bang. Red splashed the black, and he fell to the floor. Hands gripped him. There was something on his face. Blood. He looked up. "Mona?"

      Tears ran down her face and she pointed at a small black object lying at the feet of the dead thug. "I had to do it, Solly. I couldn't let him kill you. Not after all you've done for me."

      "You carry a gun?" he managed.

      She nodded. "I got a license. That's why I didn't want to give up my bag."

      Solly stooped and retrieved the gun. It was a small revolver, the barrel still warm from the discharge that had felled the thug. "Here, you'd better have it back."

      "No, you keep it—till we're back at your place."

      Solly pocketed the reassuringly solid hunk of metal.

      "Help me."

      The thin man lay on the floor with the kitchen knife still embedded in his chest. Mona began to tear up again, but Solly felt no pity for this low-life who, only moments ago, had been intent on slicing him up. Smoke was now billowing out of the kitchen door and, ignoring the dying man, Solly went across to close it. "No way back through there," he said. "Here, I'll lift you up."

      Mona accepted the lift and made it onto the top of the brick wall before offering a hand down to Solly, wrapping the other around the iron railings. They clambered out and over as the thin man began to sob.

      "Here we are," Solly said. They stood outside a red brick two-story apartment block. The branches of the bare trees lining the sidewalk danced in the freshening wind, the streetlights casting shadows that ran back and forth across the building's front.

      Mona followed him up the small flight of steps to the steel front door and watched, panting, as he fumbled for his keys before, finally, they were safely in the hallway. "I'm upstairs," he said as he led the way up to the first floor and, after locating his house key, they made it inside.

      As he stood with his back against the door, exhaustion, pain and grief overwhelmed him and what had begun as a sigh of relief turned into a river of tears. So much for starting a new life. Be careful what you wish for, Solly, it might just come true.

      "It's okay," Mona said, stroking his arm. He opened his eyes and wiped the moisture away. She had a kind face that, in different circumstances, he would probably have found attractive. Coffee skin and deep brown eyes framed with frizzy gray hair.

      Pulling himself together, he activated the lights and gestured at the couch. "Take a seat," he said. "Sorry about the mess. I'll make us some coffee."

      As the machine warmed up, he swallowed his medication and, by the time the coffee was ready, was feeling more stable. It was odd, but he'd never really felt at home in his apartment. It wasn’t in the best neighborhood and the landlord hadn't bothered to update the insulation so it cost a pretty penny to keep warm, but right now it felt like a fortress against the gathering storm. He padded back into the living room and pulled the drapes, shutting the nightmare out.

      Mona had done a good job of clearing a space for them to sit comfortably. "Let's find out what's going on," Solly said as the TV powered up.

      He switched from Netflix to CNN. A newscaster he didn't recognize was speaking to the camera. Solly could tell from the look on the man's face that the situation was dire.

      "… a state of national emergency. I repeat, the White House has declared a state of national emergency. All police and military leave is canceled, and National Guard units are to begin mobilization immediately. Government officials are advising all citizens to remain in their homes and to await further announcements. And now, for a recap of tonight's events, over to Chad."

      Another man appeared. He was wearing a dark suit and had the look of a graveside preacher. "Just over two hours ago, at midnight, a wave of sudden deaths took hold across the country. The first victim, as far as we can tell, was Scott Lee, technologist and husband of Annabel Lee whose death he was announcing. Since that announcement, men, women and children, have been collapsing in a pulse that has spread from New York, where the announcement was made, across the country like a deadly ripple. Highways are blocked, all airports have been shut down, and the military is on high alert."

      "We cannot say how many have died—though it is certainly millions—nor whether the pulse is over, we can only say that the America of a few hours ago no longer exists. We will keep broadcasting for as long as we can. God bless you all."

      Mona and Solly sat together in complete silence. So, they had been near the epicenter. Switching off the TV, Solly pulled his smartphone from his pocket and dialed. He was as ready as he'd ever be to handle whatever happened next.

      After seconds that felt like hours, a voice answered. "Solly, is that you?"

      "Bella?"

      "Oh, thank God. Thank God. You're alive."

      "I'm okay. Tired and scared, but okay. How about you? And the kids?" His stomach was so tight he could barely breathe. Please God, let the children be alive. Please God.

      "Yes. They're still in bed. I couldn't see the sense in waking them."

      Solly nodded. "Yeah. They might as well have one more night. If what's happened here reaches you..."

      "It has. Mr. Holstein, next door, he died in front of his wife. She came around for help, but I couldn't get through to 911, so I went over there and then she collapsed. I tried to ring Todd..."

      Solly's guts tightened even further at the mention of his ex-wife's lover. Ice ran through his veins and his head began to swim. Must be the medication.

      "... but he didn't pick up. Solly, do you think he's alright?"

      "I expect so," Solly replied through gritted teeth.

      "What do you think it is? A pandemic?"

      Solly glanced at Mona. Suddenly, all his energy was sapping away, and he wanted nothing more than to get warm and to go to sleep. "No, it's been much too fast for that. Look, Bella, the government says to hole up and, for once, I agree with them. I'll call in the morning and we..."

      He heard Mona cry out, felt the wetness run down his leg and collapsed sideways as darkness enveloped him.

      The last thing he heard was Bella's distorted voice. "Solly? Sol? SOL!"
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      "Solly? Sol? SOL!"

      Tears flowed down Bella's cheeks as she paced around the living room praying that he would respond. But it wasn't his voice she heard next.

      "He's bleeding. Sorry, gotta go. I'll call later."

      Bella looked down at the phone's display as it went dark. It had been a woman's voice. She felt panic grip her and raged at her inability to find out what was happening. He was bleeding? How? Was it serious? Serious enough to cause him to black out. So now her ex-husband, the father of her children, was over a thousand miles away, injured and in the care of a stranger.

      Her shoulders dropped, and she unmuted the TV. She'd been half-watching it when she was on the phone, a mélange of flashing red and blue lights interspersed with national, state and local government announcements printed on the screen.

      Stay at home. Lock your doors. Arm yourselves, if possible. Await further instructions.

      Bella's instinct was to do exactly that, for tonight at least. Jake and Maddie could sleep through anything, it seemed, and she could see no reason to disturb them. As Solly had said, give them one more night of peace. For all his faults, Sol could be profound from time to time. Oh God, she thought, please let him be okay.

      She put the phone down and crept upstairs. Though the living room was brightly lit, in the rest of the house there was only the occasional table lamp to break the darkness. Ordinarily, Bella enjoyed the warm embrace of the Texas nighttime. But these weren't ordinary times.

      Maddie always slept with her door slightly ajar, so it was easy for Bella to slip inside without disturbing her. She knelt beside the bed and watched her daughter sleep. Maddie's eyeballs were flicking back and forth beneath closed lids and she'd occasionally gasp. Perhaps she was having a nightmare, Bella thought. Would she awaken from one nightmare into another? Who knew what the morning might bring?

      She stood up with a grunt and shuffled out, taking one last look at the slumbering child. The calm before the mother of all storms.

      Jake's door was shut, but she risked turning the handle. She'd seen her daughter asleep and now she needed to see her son. Treating the two of them equally had been her mantra ever since Jake had been born. She hadn't always succeeded, in truth. It had been his birth that had signaled the beginning of the end of her relationship with Solly. Never a passionate marriage, the difficulty of that pregnancy and the complications that followed it meant that she began to push Solly away. She asked him to be patient—and he was—while she got over it all, but she never did.

      "Mom?"

      "Sorry, honey. I didn't mean to wake you."

      Jake rolled over and rubbed his eyes. "I thought I heard voices."

      "It must have been a dream. Go back to sleep."

      He snuggled down, pulling his comforter around his chin.

      She could hear ringing from downstairs. Dammit, she'd left her phone on the couch. Bella tiptoed at speed out of Jake's bedroom, onto the landing and down the stairs.

      By the time she'd reached the living room, she realized it was the house phone that was ringing, and it had switched to answerphone.

      "Darn this infernal contraption," said a familiar voice through the speaker. "Should I talk now? Hello?"

      Bella yanked the handset to her ear. "Hello Pop."

      "Isabella? Is that you?"

      "Who else calls you Pop?"

      "Well, your brother, for one."

      "But you didn't ring him, you rang me."

      "I know that, I'm not completely meshuga you know."

      She waited for him to come to the point. He never rang this late, so she knew he must have seen the news, but she didn't want to break the spell. For a few seconds there, they were father and daughter again, verbally sparring as if nothing was wrong.

      "You know people are dying over here," he said.

      She tightened her grip on the handset. "What's happened?"

      "I was watching the news when I saw that woman was dead—Lee. Then her husband dies right in front of the cameras. Then I heard a shout from next door, but I didn't pay much heed—old Jeremiah's a bit soft in the head these days. Then there was a whole heap of commotion. I went out of my room and people were running up and down. One dropped dead right in front of me."

      "Where are you now, Dad?"

      "I went back into my room and locked the door. Then the news reports started coming in and I thought you'd ring to see if I was okay, though I know you've got the kids to worry about. But then I needed to know you were alright and I couldn't wait no longer."

      The line went quiet for a moment. "I think I'm the only one left, Bella. It's all quiet outside. Not the quiet of people sleeping, neither. They're dead. I know it."

      "I'm coming to get you."

      He didn't argue, and that, on its own, frightened her more than anything.

      Maddie and Jake sat, sleepy-eyed, on the couch as Bella made a flask of coffee for the journey. It was only a half-hour trip from their house in Baytown to the care home where her father lived, but she was worried that she would hit a wall at some point on the journey, so she was carrying caffeine. She was also carrying a Bersa Thunder 380.

      The doorbell rang as she was pouring coffee into the flask. "Darnit!" she said, before running her hand under the cold-water tap. "No, I'll go!"

      Maddie had gone for the door and, true to form, had answered it before Bella could intercept her. Maddie had a legendary ability to hear warnings too late—it was as if the speed of sound didn't apply to her.

      "It's Uncle Todd," she said.

      Oh, thank heaven. The first thing to go right today. She flung herself into his strong arms. "I'm so glad you're okay."

      "Solid as a rock, I am. You know that," he responded before pushing her back so he could examine her at arm's length. "You look exhausted, though."

      2 a.m. was no time for feminine pride but she straightened herself up and tried to smooth her hair down.

      "No, don't do that," Todd said, gently. "I like it a little messed up."

      Bella snorted. "Well, you got a bargain in me, then. I'm more than a little messed up."

      "That wasn't what I meant, and you know it." Todd took her by the hand and they went into the kitchen. "What d'you think's going on?"

      She shrugged as she poured coffee into the flask. "I don't know. People dropping dead for no reason."

      "There must be a reason, though. Or do you reckon it's a plague like in the Bible. Locusts and all."

      "Don't mock me, Todd. For all I know that's exactly what's happening."

      He subsided at this and watched her screw the cap onto the flask and take an extra mug from the cabinet.

      She turned and embraced him. Todd was an easy man to hug, well built with a face that wouldn't have looked out of place on a Greek sculpture and a body to match. She'd struck paydirt when he'd strolled into the office as the new boy. Only a couple of years younger than her, she'd enjoyed the slight thrill of having a "boy toy." Though what he saw in her was a mystery; she was shorter than average with a mother's middle and a face that could only be described as pretty by the right person in the right light. But Todd was not a complicated man. When she'd asked what it was about her that first caught his attention, his answer was only three letters long and rhymed with gas.

      "We're going to get Dad," she said. "Will you come?"

      His face broke into a smile. "Of course. I'll drive, you ride shotgun."

      She was so glad he was coming that she swallowed her annoyance at the casual misogyny— she was at least as good a driver as him. And he was probably a better shot, having had a lot more experience of weapons than she had. But let him drive.

      She'd done her best to answer the questions Jake and Maddie had plied her with in a way that wouldn't freak them out too much, but it soon became apparent, as they turned onto the 146 that she wouldn't be able to shield them from the naked truth of the world outside. In their house, they could pretend that all was normal; out here it was chaos.

      "Watch out!" Bella yelled.

      The car swerved. "I see it!"

      Todd pulled into the side of the road and opened the door.

      "Don't get out!"

      He leaned back into the car. "That was a woman in the road. I can't leave her in the street."

      Bella watched as Todd shut the door and walked back to where the shape lay beside its car on the asphalt. He knelt and rolled the woman onto her back. She could see from here that the BonesWare on her wrist was flashing red. Todd took a look at it, shook his head, then got up from his haunches and dragged the body to the side of the road.

      He stood up, then looked at Bella through the back car window, a look of utter horror on his face. He ran back and motioned for Bella to wind down the window. She stabbed the button. "That's far enough," he said when it was open a few inches.

      "What are you doing?"

      He was standing several feet away from the car and shouting through the gap. "What if it is a disease? I mighta just caught it. I ain't getting back in the car and giving it to you. Leave me out here, I'll walk home."

      Maddie began to protest from the back seat, but Bella put out her hand to silence her. "It's not a disease. How can it be? Herb got it—you know Herb, from next door—he got it and he hasn't been out in weeks. The news said it can't be a plague; people are dying too quickly, too close together. Look, get inside, Todd. You don't think I'd let you endanger the kids, do you? We're safer with you."

      After a few moments, he relented. "Poor woman," he said. "Just lying there where she fell. Probably crossing the street."

      "We need to get to Dad," Bella said, laying her hand on his arm. He was shaking.

      He punched the ignition, turned on the radio and tuned to the local news.

      "… are going to announce a curfew. In the meantime, residents are instructed to remain in their homes." The announcer's voice betrayed her panic as she read. "Some of the reports we're getting are impossible to believe, but ambulances have been called to a number of police stations to deal with multiple deaths among officers. Some are speculating that Texas is, as of this moment, without any effective law enforcement."

      Switching the radio off again, Todd turned to Bella. "We need to get your dad, then I'm gonna have to check on my parents. Good grief, it feels like the world's coming to an end."

      The further they traveled, the harder the journey became. A couple of times, they were forced off-road and Bella felt glad they'd come in Todd's 4WD Honda as they slipped their way through the mud, picking a route past abandoned cars. There were more bodies in the road, but Todd didn't stop again. He had only one aim in mind. Get to the care home, then get back as soon as possible.

      Bella glanced down at her BonesWare device. Elevated heart rate, high levels of adrenaline. Nothing out of the ordinary given the circumstances. What was killing people? So many people? Would she be next? Or would it be the children? She turned in her seat to see them asleep, leaning in to each other with their heads bobbing to the rhythm of the car. Tears fell again. She felt as though they were being stalked by an invisible assassin and there was no way to know who would be taken next. She could see the display of Maddie's watch as light from the streetlamps outside flashed off its glossy black surface. No readings, no warnings, all perfectly normal.

      She'd laughed at her father when he'd stubbornly refused to have his pacemaker upgraded. It was years ago now when the first version of the Bones system was brought to market with its promise of affordable health insurance for all users. Solly had talked her into getting retrofitted, and then, when he'd gotten his fancy new job in New York, they'd qualified for an upgrade, so all four of them now had the latest and greatest in Chinese technology embedded beneath their left shoulder blades and integrated into every vital organ.

      Bones had been hailed as a modern marvel, and accounts of people revived from cardiac arrest or having diseases diagnosed before they'd had a chance to spread, had become so common that the media had stopped reporting them. And yet Bones was not saving these people. Whatever was killing them was beyond its power to correct. Modern marvel, maybe. But Bones was no miracle cure. The Grim Reaper had struck back with a vengeance.

      "Ah!" Todd let out a cry and the car lurched first one way then the other.

      Instinctively, Bella reached out and grabbed the steering wheel. "Todd!"

      He fell sideways onto her shoulder, non-responsive. Maddie screamed, and Jake leaped forward to push Todd back into position. "Uncle Todd!"

      They swung from side to side as Bella tried to keep them on the road. Todd's foot was pushing down on the gas and the car was shifting up through the gears. "Jake!"

      The boy had unclipped his belt and had disappeared behind the seat. Bella looked down and saw his hand appear between Todd's leg and the driver's door.

      She looked back at the road. "No!" Yanking back on the steering, the car swerved into the fast lane. With a screeching of metal on metal, they bounced off the side of a stationary truck she'd seen at the last moment, then lurched back to the right. But she'd overcompensated. They were going too fast. The car plunged off the side of the road and they were thrown about as it glanced off a telephone pole and into the scrub. Bella cried out as they headed for a long concrete wall, trying desperately to spin the car when, only yards from impact, the engine died and the SUV came to a halt. Jake had pulled Todd's foot from the gas.

      After taking a breath and checking that Maddie was okay, Bella unclipped herself and leaned over to Todd, whose head was resting against the side window where he'd been thrown as they spun. She didn't need to look at his BonesWare to know that he was dead.

      Maddie sobbed and Bella could see, out of the corner of her eye, that Jake was curled up in the corner of the back seat shaking. The only lights were those of the car's instrument panel. Outside it was dark.
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      Deputy Paulina Ramos signed her name at the bottom of the report form and settled back with a sigh. She wiped the tiredness from her eyes and surveyed the wreckage of her desk. Sheriff McGovern was neither a patient man nor a tolerant one and he'd likely have a fit if he saw her working in such a mess. That was why she liked the night shift—she could do things in her own way without anyone looking over her shoulder. Her way was inefficient and, at times, frustrating, but it was her way.

      Her rebellious nature had been one reason she'd been forced to leave the military before her career had gotten going. Her pregnancy was the other. Her mind darted down the West Coast to LA where Luna was having a holiday with Paulie's brother Alejandro. She gazed out of the window at Main Street as a couple went by huddled into their winter coats. Yes, Luna was better off in LA, though Paulie missed her dreadfully.

      She glanced up at the clock before settling back to her paperwork. Nearly midnight and here she was alone with Charlie Givens, petty thief and general pain in the butt. She read through the crime report again, scrutinizing it for any errors in fact or any spelling mistakes the Sheriff might spot when he read through it. Working late was not an excuse for sloppiness according to McGovern.

      On this occasion, Charlie had been caught attempting to steal a bottle of spirits from Gangooly's Pharmacy earlier that day. Deputy Johns had cuffed him and brought him in but hadn't quite had time to fill out the report before going off duty. Right.

      No mistakes she could see. Good. She put the paperwork back in the thick folder marked Givens, CS, got up and deposited it on the Sheriff's desk. Slap bang in the middle, but slightly on the skew. It was tough being a rebel in the Sheriff's Department of Arbroath, Kalama County, Washington, so you had to take your fun where you could.

      Givens himself was fast asleep on the bed in his cell when she went to check on him. He was oblivious to the work he caused as he stumbled his alcoholic way through the town and environs. Basically harmless, but an absolute pain nonetheless.

      A phone rang upstairs. She ran up to her desk and picked it up. "Sheriff's Office, Deputy Ramos."

      "Is that you Paulie?" It was the voice of an old man. "It's Victor."

      She searched her memory for a moment before the lightbulb went off. Victor Franks, yes, ran a small farm southeast of town.

      "It's me, Victor. What can I do for you?"

      "It's Gracie, she's gone and died on me. I tried calling 911, but I got no answer."

      "Oh, Victor, I'm so sorry. But you really should get hold of your doctor, it's not a police matter."

      She could hear sobbing as the old man held the handset away from his ear. "You don't understand. Paulie—it was me that done it. I killed her, I'm sure I did!"

      A chill ran through her gut and she stood up straight. "You wait there, Victor, I'm on my way."

      She made two quick calls before getting into the Cherokee. The first was to the Sheriff, the second was to call in Deputy Johns to cover the office while she was out.

      It was now a little after midnight on Friday 13th and the streets of Arbroath were quiet. She didn't bother with the blue lights—this was hardly an emergency since the murderer had, it seemed, confessed over the phone. Victor was in his eighties and not likely to hotfoot it out of the county. Maybe this was just her lack of professionalism showing again, but she didn't want to wake up the whole town to investigate what was obviously a personal tragedy.

      It was only a few miles out of the little city to Victor's farm and the adrenaline was just giving way when she spotted a car beside the road. It was odd enough to see a vehicle out here, but the angle it had ended up at reminded her more of a road accident than deliberate parking. As she slowed down, two shapes darted out and flung their hands out as if imploring her to stop.

      She slammed her foot on the brake pedal, flicked on her blue lights and, drawing her weapon, got out of the car.

      They were children. Both girls.

      The older one ran up to her. "Help! Mommy's not moving!"

      "Slow down. What's your name?"

      "Tamsin, Tamsin Crowley. I'm eight."

      "I'm Paulie. Is this your sister?"

      The girl nodded. "She's Rebecca. She's little. Please help my Mommy."

      "I will, Tamsin. Now, I want you and Rebecca to sit in my car while I take a look. Can you do that?"

      The older girl nodded.

      Once they were safely inside, Paulie went to the parked car. Aside from its positioning (and she'd seen worse) there was nothing obviously amiss. She opened the driver's door and shone her flashlight inside. A woman in her thirties sat with her face pressed against the wheel.

      "Ma'am," Paulie said, nudging the woman's shoulder. No response. She pulled her back into an upright position and gasped as the woman's dead eyes looked out into nothingness. Shock threatened to overwhelm her as she thought about those poor children, orphaned in an instant.

      Pulling herself together, she stepped away from the car and pulled out her personal radio. "This is Deputy Paulina Ramos, Sheriff's Department, Arbroath, requesting medical backup."

      She was greeted with static. Odd. Though it was late, she knew the county dispatch office was manned constantly. She tried again. And again. No response. In desperation, she rang 911 on her cellphone but, this time, was told she was in position 775 in the queue. What on earth was going on?

      For now, however, she was left with no choice. Sheriff McGovern would be at Victor's place soon enough and he'd know what to do. So she got back in the car, reassured the kids with white lies and left the vehicle with their mother by the roadside.

      

      She spotted Victor Franks standing in the doorway of his brick and timber farmhouse, his frail form silhouetted in the yellow glow of the interior lights.

      "Wait here, kids," she said before activating the deadlock, checking her weapon and radio and approaching Victor.

      "At last, I thought you weren't coming," he said.

      Paulie gestured back at her Cherokee. "I had to pick up some kids along the way. Their mother died in her car."

      "Oh, the poor things," the old man replied, glancing over at the car which stood half illuminated in the driveway. "What a horrible night! I just put the news on. You know, to have the sound of another human being in the house after, after… I killed Gracie."

      Paulie relaxed a little. There was no threat in this confused old man, so she let him lead her into the living room of their house. The TV had been shut down, presumably when he noticed her headlights through the window, and the body of an elderly woman was lying on the couch.

      She was obviously dead, but Paulie went through the motions of checking for a pulse anyway. "What happened, Victor?" she asked, looking back at the old man who stood at the end of the couch, his face wet with tears.

      "It was all my fault. She said not to let Missie in, but I didn't listen. I like havin' her around and it's a little cold outside..."

      "Missie?"

      Victor shrugged as if the answer was obvious. "Why, the cat of course."

      With an inward sigh, Paulie said, "Go on, Victor. What happened?"

      "Well, she got all antsy about it on account of Missie helpin' herself to the rest of the can of tuna Gracie had a mind to having for her supper."

      Paulie looked up from her notepad. "Go on."

      "Well, she fair roasted me. Said I was a lazy good for nothing. Told me she could have had her pick of the menfolk around abouts, but she drew the short straw and got me. I got pretty hot too, because I remember it was her who did the chasin' when we were courtin'."

      "Okay, Victor," Paulie said, conscious that the Sheriff could turn up at any moment and she needed to have at least the bare facts written down before he arrived. "How did Gracie die?"

      He threw up his hands. "She just fell down dead. I told her if she wished she'd never married me, then I wished I'd never even met her and, just like that, she dropped onto the couch and wouldn't wake up." He wiped the tears from his face. "Oh, Gracie. I didn't mean them words, I truly didn't."

      Paulie felt an overwhelming urge to hug the old man, but professional restraint was essential right now. "You didn't touch her?"

      He shook his head. "We was hollering across the room at each other."

      "She probably had a heart attack, Victor," Paulie said. "You didn't kill her."

      "Oh yes I did, as sure as if I'd taken a knife to her. I let the cat in and she said not to. She'd be alive right now if I'd only done as she said."

      Paulie guided him to the armchair, and he slumped into it, his head in his hands. She stood over him, finishing her notes as a red and blue pulse lit up the room.

      "Sheriff," she said as she opened the door on an ashen-faced Mike McGovern.

      He shook his head as if he'd been deep in thought and then nodded over at her car. "Who are the kids?"

      "Their mother died at the wheel. I was on my way here and figured they would have to come with me."

      To her surprise, McGovern simply nodded as he came inside. "You been listening to the news?"

      "No, boss. I've been on duty."

      He turned to her as they stood in the hallway. "Then you don't know. Them kids and poor Victor here, it's happening everywhere. People dying like flies."

      "What?" Paulie just shook her head and waited for the Sheriff to explain. She knew it must be true—McGovern was no joker.

      "I was watching CNN. That Annabel Lee, she died tonight."

      "What??" Paulie felt as though she was stumbling into some sort of nightmare.

      The Sheriff nodded. "Yep. Must have been earlier in the night because her husband read a statement and, right in the middle, he dropped down dead on live TV. That was bad enough, but pretty soon they were reporting the same thing happening to others. First in New York, where the husband had died, then across the whole country. Now it looks like it's gotten here."

      Paulie stepped back for a moment to lean against the wall and collect her thoughts. It was obviously not a pathogen since there was no way something could be released in New York and, less than two hours later, be killing people almost three thousand miles away in Washington. Unless there had been multiple releases.

      "Do you think it's a terrorist attack?"

      McGovern nodded. "Either that or a foreign government. Probably the Chinese or the Russians."

      "What do we do?"

      The Sheriff headed into the living room. "Carry out our duty. First things first."

      He held out his hand to the old man in the chair. "Now then, Victor. What happened here?"

      Paulie had gone out to check on the children and to take them some warm drinks. They were cold and frightened but, as is often the way with kids, holding up rather better than she was, at least on the surface.

      "Tell me, Tamsin, where's daddy?"

      The little girl puffed out her chest with pride. "He's in the army."

      "Is he at the base in Seattle?"

      "No, he's in Korea."

      Paulie nodded encouragingly. "Do you have any other relatives nearby?"

      "Grandma and Grandpa, they live in town."

      What a relief. Paulie took their names and looked them up. Yes, she'd be able to drop the kids off with their grandparents on the way back to the station.

      "Ramos!"

      She spun around to see McGovern standing in the doorway gesturing at her. He had his police radio in his hand.

      "Say that again, Johns."

      Paulie had reached the porch and was standing by the Sheriff as the shrill voice of Johns spoke through the radio. "The phone's ringing off the hook, Sheriff. I wrote down six reports of people up and dying before I gave up and called you."

      In the background, they could hear the phone going. "The mayor wants to speak to you—he says he's declaring a state of emergency and we're all to report here within the hour."

      They left Victor to bury his wife—his tragedy being just one among a growing disaster gripping the country. Paulie got back into her car and headed back to town. She passed a few cars abandoned on the road, each no doubt telling their own story of sudden loss. By the time she reached the outskirts, there were more cars moving. It seemed as though the natural reaction of people in an emergency was to head for the hills, but the result was close to gridlock by the time she parked outside the address of the children's grandparents.

      She knocked briskly on the door and prayed that they hadn't also fallen victim to whatever plague was sweeping the country. Mercifully, a half-asleep man in his sixties opened the door and, with hardly a word, Paulie ushered the kids inside. They would have to explain what had happened. As she turned to go she said, "Turn on the news."

      By the time she arrived back at the station, the place was as fully occupied as she'd ever seen it, with deputies talking in hushed voices. McGovern had gotten there ahead of her and, as soon as he saw her arrive, he called them together.

      "People, I have to start with more bad news on a terrible night. I found Deputy Johns dead at his post when I got here."

      Immediately, voices were raised, and McGovern was forced to calm everyone down with a wave of his arms. "Pull yourselves together," he said in a voice that was low in volume but high in authority. "We are the law here and folks look to us for reassurance. The mayor has declared a state of emergency which means, for tonight at least, our job is to protect and secure the essential services—especially the hospital. They're overwhelmed already and if we don't get some crowd control in place, all hell's going to break loose. Tonight's going to be bad enough without any unnecessary deaths."

      "Clansky has your assignments," he said, pointing at a deputy holding a piece of paper covered in scribbling, "and remember, you are all that stands between order and chaos. We are the best darned police department in the state and I want you to go out there and protect our people. God bless Ame…"

      With a single cry, Sheriff McGovern fell like a shot bull.
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      Bella got the kids out of the car as quickly as possible, then went around to the driver's door and opened it. She closed Todd's eyes and kissed his warm but unresponsive lips before shutting the door again. She felt the Bersa moving against her hip and handed the flashlight to a tearful Maddie.

      "What happened to Uncle Todd?"

      Bella pulled her children into a hug and they stood in the darkness sobbing together. As she relaxed a little, Bella felt the tell-tale tightness of an oncoming migraine. Perfect. She searched her pockets, but she had no meds on her and, pretty soon, she was going to be good for nothing.

      For the first time, she gazed around at where they'd ended up. The car had come off the highway and onto a long stretch of grass, somehow missing the trees lining the road. A brick wall extended to one side of them and beyond it lay a squat white building, gently lit by spotlights that had seen better days.

      "Looks like a church," she said.

      "It's the Methodists," Jake responded. "This guy at school, Sam, he goes there. Don't you remember, he was in a play there and I went to see it? His dad called to get your permission."

      Bella's foggy mind managed to dredge the memory out of the detritus. She'd been surprised and touched by the man's call, but she'd reassured him that she had no objection to her Jewish son entering a Methodist chapel. At that point, she'd have settled for her son developing any religious outlook. She gave a grim chuckle at what now felt like the triviality of yesterday's life.

      "Let's see if there's anyone there," she said. "I need some Advil, fast."

      They walked along the wall as Maddie guided their way with the flashlight. Jake took his mother's arm. "What's going on, Mom? What's killing people?"

      "I don't know, honey. All I'm thinking about right now is finding some meds and then somehow getting to Grandpa's."

      "Are we going to die?" he asked, the words catching in his throat.

      Bella stopped and faced her son. "Now you listen to me, Jacob Masters. If anyone or anything wants to harm you, it'll have to come through me first. D'you hear me?"

      He gave a tearful nod as Bella fought to keep her fear under control. She was frightened for her own sake and terrified for theirs.

      "Mom, the gate's here," Maddie called.

      With a brief smile, Bella pulled on Jake's arm. "Come on now, Jake. You're the man of the house now."

      "Till dad gets here," Jake responded.

      "Till dad gets here."

      Arm in arm, they walked into the churchyard.

      The double wooden doors were unlocked, and she squeezed her eyes shut at the blaze of light that erupted from within as she pushed them open. The fogginess in her mind was becoming more defined; she knew she only had a little time before it coalesced into a single point of vice-like pain, so she pushed her way inside and gently opened her eyes.

      It wasn't that bright, really, except compared to the darkness outside. Dust tickled the back of her throat and the air had a damp taste to it. Row upon row of folding seats faced a raised platform at the front. This wasn't Bella's first time inside a church of this sort, but it had been a while and she was much more used to the formality and traditional architecture of temple.

      "Is there anyone here?" she called, wincing as her voice bounced around the open space. There was no answer, so they walked along the aisle toward the platform looking for access to the rooms beyond where, with any luck, they'd find a first aid kit. They found a door behind a partition wall that hid a stack of music stands and Bella didn't hesitate before pushing inside. This wasn't a time for the basic courtesies.

      The door opened onto a short passageway, also lit, and she found herself wondering why the place was so well illuminated at this time of the night. They couldn't be expecting people to gather here, could they? Or perhaps they'd known what was coming and were prepared.

      A kettle sat on the counter of a small kitchen. It was lukewarm, and next to it a mug sat with instant coffee and sugar mixed at the bottom. She opened the doors of the kitchen cabinet. "Got it!" she said, before pulling down a green box marked with a cross. Among all the sealed packets of bandages, pins and salves was a half-empty box of Advil. "Thank God." Bella popped two pills into her mouth and swallowed.

      "Let's go," she said, though she wasn't sure where they'd be going to. There was no way she would get back into the car they'd driven here, no way she could face dealing with Todd's body. She had some vague plan to flag down a passing car, but that all depended on her mind clearing.

      Maddie led the way, but she accidentally turned in the wrong direction. Before Bella could call out and stop her, she'd screamed and run back into her mother's arms. "He's dead!"

      Gritting her teeth, Bella left the two of them there in the hallway outside the kitchen and stepped through the open door. A brass plate was mounted on the outside. Rev A Ferguson. She found him slumped over his desk and she didn't have to look closer to see that he was dead. She was just turning to go when she saw the bunch of keys sitting on the desk beside his claw-like left hand. Keeping as far away from the body as she could manage, she swept them up. As she straightened, she caught sight of his face and the ice-blue eyes that looked right through her at whatever lay beyond.

      She hurried out of the office. "Come on," she said, "we need to find the car these keys belong to."

      "Mom! You can't just up and steal a car!" Maddie hissed as they made their way around the back of the church building toward the station wagon parked beneath a light.

      Bella pulled out the chunky key and turned it in the lock. "Grandpa is on his own and waiting for us to go pick him up. I'm all ears, if you can think of another way to get to him," in time, she thought, "but otherwise, don't go all Ten Commandments on me, okay?"

      She slid into the driver's seat. Good grief, how old was this car? And it was a manual transmission. Marvelous. "Get in and buckle up."

      Jake jumped in the front and, with a scowl, Maddie got into the back, as Bella turned the ignition. After a moment's protest, the engine juddered into life. "And it's almost out of gas," Bella said.

      With a crunch, she put the car into reverse and kangarooed her way backwards far enough to allow her to turn and head for the driveway gate.

      "Sorry," she said as it stalled at the entrance. The 146 was quiet, so it was easy enough to get back onto it. It was now 3 a.m., and she'd not been out this late since her teenage years, so she couldn't be sure, but it certainly felt eerie.

      About a hundred yards up the road, she turned into an Exxon station. Just as she was coming off the road, she noticed the people grouped around the island and almost went straight back onto the 146 again, but the red gas light was flashing and her Pops was waiting, so she pulled in to a pump.

      As soon as she got out, she could hear them talking. One or two strident voices were being placated by the others.

      She opened the flap, checked the fuel type and began pumping gas. She'd never noticed how slow these things were until now, when all she wanted to do was jump back in the car and drive off.

      Twenty dollars—that would be more than enough to get to the care home, back to her house and then, if she could arrange it, to go back to the church. She pulled a twenty from her purse and walked over to the attendant's window.

      "I'm sayin' it's an emergency," one man said to another as she made her way through.

      "Hey lady."

      She felt him touch her shoulder as she waited for the harassed young woman behind the window.

      "News says folk dyin' all over. I'm fixin' to get some supplies, but this here girl won't open up."

      "You leave her alone, Earl," said a middle-aged woman of generous proportions as she took his arm. "She got no part in this."

      Earl pushed away from the woman. "I'm only askin' her opinion. Seems to me she could settle the argument for us. So, whaddaya say, lady?"

      Bella hated being surrounded by strangers—at least half a dozen were gathered around her now and the air was laden with the odor of cheap liquor—but she tried not to show how terrified she was. "It says the shop's open between 8 in the morning and 10 in the evening," she said. "Why don't you come back later?"

      "Cos I ain't comin' back to find there's nuttin' left. We's here now and I'm agonna take it afore they do."

      He raised a baseball bat in one hand and a large handgun in the other. "Now, open up, missy, or I'll open it for yeh."

      Bella forced her way to the front of the crowd. She tossed her twenty-dollar bill under the window. "Let them in, for heaven’s sake."

      The girl was barely older than Maddie, but with blonde hair and braces. She looked terrified. Behind her Earl was whipping up the little group and drowning out the dissenting voices.

      "I can't, Mr. Patel will kill me! I've called the police."

      "Listen to me," Bella shouted over the wall of noise behind her. "You've got to look after your own safety first. The police aren't coming. Unlock the door and run for it, d'you hear me?"

      Bella ducked as a shot rang out. She spun around to see Earl pointing his gun up into the sky. The girl in the island snapped out of her indecision and disappeared from view just as another voice called out. "Hey lookie here, this one's purty."

      A man was standing beside her car, looking through the window. Foolishly, Maddie had opened it so she could see what was going on. The man was swaying and in one hand he held a drained half-bottle of whisky. A knife flashed in the other.

      Maddie screamed as the man's arm disappeared into the car. Jake leaped out from the front seat and threw himself on the attacker's back as, behind her, a cheer went up that faded away as the mob ran into the little shop. The man swung around. He had long dark hair tied into a ponytail and wore a denim jacket with the sleeves cut away to reveal muscled arms. He grabbed Jake by the throat and raised his knife just as Maddie appeared at the window and pulled down on his hair. With a yell, he threw Jake away, and the knife swept through the air toward the car.

      Bella pressed the barrel of her gun to the man's temple and, without hesitating, fired once. He fell like a stone.

      "Nobody hurts my kids!" she screamed. "Do you hear me? Nobody!" She stood over the dead man, pointing her gun downwards as if covering in case he tried to get up.

      "Mom!" Maddie cried. "Get back in the car!"

      "She killed Abe!"

      Bella looked back to see the middle-aged woman, who she'd thought was a peacemaker, standing framed in the entrance of the ransacked mini-mart.

      "Mom!" Jake pulled on her arm.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Get in the car!"

      The mob was moving, as one, toward the car. Bella ran for it and had just reached the driver's seat when the first couple of shots rang out. They went wide, aided, no doubt, by the inebriated state of the shooters. She turned the ignition, slammed the shift and put her foot down before remembering to disengage the handbrake. With a deafening sound like waves on a pebble beach, the window on Maddie's side smashed as the car bucked out of the gas station and onto the highway.

      "Are you okay?" Bella screamed, looking over her shoulder.

      "Yes."

      As she glanced backwards, she could see Maddie sitting up and brushing the fragments of glass from her knees.

      "Jake?"

      "I'm alright," he responded, though his voice betrayed just how much he was not okay. "But you can slow down, now. They're not coming after us."

      She raised her foot from the gas pedal and relaxed a little. As she did so, her migraine returned in full force and it was all she could do to keep them on the road as they made their way along the 146 toward Mont Belvieu and her father's care home.

      "Stop the car, Mom."

      Bella felt Maddie's hand on her shoulder. "I can drive."

      "You don't have a license," Bella mumbled. But she allowed herself to be helped into the back seat where she sat among the glass as her daughter pulled the car back onto the highway.

      When she woke up and opened her eyes, they were outside Bayou View Retirement Apartments.

      "Mom, are you okay? Should I go in, and get Pop?"

      "What? No. I'll go." The truth was, she wasn't okay. Her head felt as though it was being squeezed between hammer and anvil, but she couldn't let either of her children see what was probably inside the home. She opened the door and managed to get herself upright without falling over.

      "You wait here," Bella said. Tears had formed in Jake's eyes and his skin was white with shock.

      "You shot a man," he said, his voice shaking.

      Bella wiped his face tenderly. "No one hurts my kids, Jake. I had no time to think. Look, let's get Pops home and we can talk it through. Right now, though, I need you to keep it together. Hide here till I get back."

      "Be quick," Maddie said.

      "I will."

      She took the flashlight and, with a final glance at the children as they hunkered down, headed unsteadily toward the home. It was actually a complex of independent apartments that shared connecting corridors and yards, and, on a normal day, it was a pretty nice place to be. People came here to have a good time in their autumn years, not to wait for the Grim Reaper. Well, so much for that plan.

      The beam of the flashlight illuminated the front door. As her heart thumped in her chest, she stepped inside.
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      Bella moved nervously into the entrance lobby of Bayou View Retirement Apartments. She'd expected to find a war zone inside, given what her father had said, but it looked perfectly normal. A polished counter stood to her right, but most of the space had been given over to groups of easy chairs and couches, with potted plants dotted around. She imagined families gathered together here in happier times.

      She rubbed her temples and headed for the door to the west wing. Her dad had insisted on having an apartment in that block, so he could have it as part of his address. It cost him extra, but money wasn't something Al Berkovich paid much heed to, though he'd managed to accumulate plenty during his life. He was one of those people who seemed to magnetically attract it. Always in the right place at the right time. Until tonight.

      It was now after 3:30 a.m. and Bella was running on adrenaline. She pushed at the door to her father's wing, but it wouldn't budge until she put her shoulder against it and then it only moved inch by inch. She knew what she'd find when she edged through the gap. A frail figure had been folded into the wall by her efforts leaving a trail of fluid to run under the door. Poor devil. What a way to go, she thought. Judging by the way his shirt and pants were neatly ironed, the little man, or his wife, had taken pride in his appearance and now he was nothing more than an obstruction in a hallway.

      Her eyes moistened as every fiber of her being told her to flee this place, but her father was inside, and she was going to find him, whether he was dead or alive. At least her head was beginning to clear as the Advil began to kick in.

      She passed three more slumped forms before she reached Al Berkovich's room. Her heart thumped in her chest as she hammered on the door. "Pop?"

      Nothing.

      She'd known he was dead, after all the devastation they'd seen on the way here. All those cars pulled over with silent forms in the driver's seat. The pastor at the church. The thug who'd tried to attack Maddie. The thug she'd killed. She'd killed a man.

      What was she becoming?

      What she needed to be.

      And, right now, she needed to finish what she'd come here to do. She had to find her father. She knocked again. Still no answer. Pulling the bunch of keys from her pocket, she found the one with the "World's Greatest Grandpa" fob (Maddie had given it to Pop and he'd given it to Bella) and pushed it into the lock.

      It was dark inside, so she flicked on the hallway light and crept into the living room expecting, at any moment, to come across his lifeless form. The couch was unoccupied, the TV off, the place entirely silent.

      She snapped around as she heard a loud moan coming from behind her. In her aching, exhausted, adrenalized mind, she half expected to see a zombie come lumbering out of her father's bedroom. After the night she'd had, she'd hardly be surprised. But nothing moved. Then she heard it again and this time she recognized it. She laughed aloud as she felt her body relax and stepped across to her father's bedroom.

      He was lying on the bed looking for all the world like he'd recently departed from this life. And then he snored again. She shook him gently and smiled as he came around.

      "Sorry to wake you," she said, "but your taxi service is here."

      The old man yawned and then sat up. "You took your time, didn't you? I waited up, but then all the noise stopped and I felt sleepy. Figured you had more important things to do than to come when your old father called."

      "Don't be ridiculous," Bella replied. She helped him out of bed and went to fetch his shoes. He was otherwise fully dressed and he'd packed a small suitcase. "Coming to stay, Pop?"

      "Well, I'm not fixin' to wait in this mausoleum while they sort things out, that's for sure."

      "Pop, do you have a weapon?"

      The old man looked puzzled. "Course I do. Just a little Smith and Wesson. Why?"

      "Everything's gone loco these past few hours. It's been tough getting here and I guess it's going to be even harder to get home."

      Berkovich nodded sagely. "I knew it would happen one day. Like a house of cards, all it takes is one breath of wind and it all comes tumblin' down."

      He had indeed predicted the end of the world many times, Bella thought. Every time something new came along to change the way life was lived—from smartphones to augmented reality to wearables—he'd seen it as just another point of failure for a civilization becoming reliant on too many threads. They'd all laughed and nodded, patronizing the cynical old man. And yet here he stood, alive, in a building full of the dead. The difference between them and him? He was defiantly analog.

      They stood in the hallway. "I want to check on Jeremiah," he said, quietly.

      "Are you sure, Pop? He's likely dead." She could hardly believe how callously she said the words.

      "You checked on me," he responded. "And he ain't got no family."

      All Bella wanted to do was get back to the kids, but she couldn't leave without her father. "Come on then, but we have to be quick. Jake and Maddie are in the car."

      They halted outside the next door along the hallway. Al parked his wheeled suitcase and fumbled in his pocket for his bunch of keys before turning one in the lock. The lights were on and Bella could hear the sound of the TV in the living room. "Let me go in, Pop," she said.

      To her relief, there was no one inside. A news report was showing footage of people rioting in cities across the country. Hospitals were being targeted as desperate people sought medical aid—both for those who were past the point of helping and for themselves. No one knew what was causing this sudden killing; it was as if Death himself was sweeping his scythe across the continent.

      She opened the bedroom door to find the room empty of everything but the slight aroma of stale urine. There was no one in the bathroom, so she went back to the living room, turned off the TV and lights and returned to the door.

      "He's not inside," she said. "I guess he got taken away."

      Al shook his head sadly. "He was an old fool, but I liked him. Now come on, we can't leave those kinder outside on their own."

      He began to move at pace along the corridor, dragging his suitcase behind him. Bella rolled her eyes and followed.

      Despite the need for haste, Al insisted on stopping beside every slumped body, saying a short prayer and telling Bella something about the person whose spirit had fled. She knew better than to interrupt or hurry him. This was his way of coping with the enormity of what had happened. He'd come across someone he'd once known as a living human being and would spend thirty seconds complaining about them, and then he'd mumble a few words, bid farewell and move on.

      "Otherwise, they're just husks," he said as they opened the door to the lobby. "Someone has to remember that they were people. Even Mrs. Ratzinger."

      Bella waited for her eyes to adjust to the relative darkness outside as she waited for her father. She couldn't yet see the car and she took that as a good sign—if it was invisible to her, the kids would hopefully have remained unmolested.

      "At last!" Jake said as he jumped out at them. He ran past his mother and into the arms of Al. "Grandpa!"

      "Hello, my boy," the old man responded, before opening his embrace so Maddie could join them.

      "I'm fine, thanks for asking," muttered Bella without any real venom. "Come on, let's get out of here."

      Jake helped Al lift his suitcase into the trunk. "You've come down in the world," the old man said as he climbed into the passenger seat. "Has that good for nothing stopped his alimony?"

      "This isn't my car, Dad," Bella said, starting the car up and pushing the shift.

      "Oh, so you're a car thief now, are you?"

      Maddie leaned forward from the back seat. "No, Grandpa, the man was dead. He was a preacher."

      "You stole a car from a man of God?"

      With great care, Bella steered the car back onto the main road out of town and headed back toward Baytown. She knew her father was displacing his fear with mock outrage, but she let him squabble with an increasingly infuriated Maddie. At least it kept their attention from the journey.

      Things had gotten worse, much worse, since their trip north and Bella had to pick her way between vehicles. One truck had jackknifed, blocking the entire road, and she was forced into the car-park of a business beside the road. It was a memorial mason. How appropriate.

      She saw the unmistakable glow of fire on the skyline, but she was almost upon it before she realized that it was the gas station where she'd shot that man. A little of her was relieved that the evidence had gone up in smoke, but she half expected to see Earl stepping out of the oily curtain surrounding the station, intent on retribution. There was no sign of the gang. They'd probably been responsible for torching the place. She only hoped the girl in the kiosk had gotten away.

      They passed more fires as they headed into the outskirts of Baytown. It looked as though someone was deliberately setting light to vehicles, presumably through some twisted sense of fun.

      "Slow down, Isabella!" Al said.

      He was pointing off to the right where a sedan had driven off the road. It was beneath a streetlight and, in front of the car lay two bodies. One was wearing a military uniform.

      "We can't stop," Bella said. "Haven't you seen? There's hundreds along this road."

      "He's one of our boys," Al responded. "We need to check. Stop the car, Isabella. Just for a minute."

      Sighing at the futility and danger of what they were about to do, Bella pulled in, just as the body began to move.

      The old man was out of the car as soon as it stopped. Bella gave a cry and grabbed her gun. "Dad!" By the time she reached him, Al had turned the soldier onto his back.

      He was a lean man in his mid-thirties. The badge over his left shirt pocket said Texas State Guard. His eyes stared fixedly at the night above him, and then turned to meet her gaze.

      "Says here your name's Woods. Like Tiger?"

      The man reached up and grabbed Al by the arm.

      "Don't worry, son, we'll help you." The old man looked up at his daughter. "He's got a wound to his back, we need to get him to a hospital."

      "We can't. I saw on the TV. They're a war zone."

      "Then we take him home."

      Bella sighed. She looked down at the man as he let go of her father and fell back into unconsciousness. She had enough on her hands with Al and the kids and she didn't know what she was going to find when she got home. She'd locked up and shut the gates, but she hadn't expected to find such widespread carnage outside. If it hadn't been for her father, they'd have passed on by and written off the figures in the road as just more victims. The one beneath the soldier—a woman in her twenties—was certainly dead. But there was no question of leaving him here now. She was no medic, but they would take him home and, if he survived the journey, they'd do their best by him.

      It took all four of them to bundle the soldier into the middle of the back seat. Blood had spread across his jacket from beneath the shoulder-blade, though it didn't look as though it was flowing much now. Perhaps because he had little enough left. Bella touched the back of her hand to his pallid forehead; it was wet and cold.

      Al sat beside the soldier, swapping with Jake who now rode shotgun.

      "Stay with us Tiger," he said as the man drifted in and out of consciousness.

      Bella put her foot down and, mile by mile, they made their way back home.

      Pulling up to the house was like waking from a bizarre nightmare. Jake tapped in the combination code and the gate opened as they approached. A floodlight flicked on to illuminate the drive and the house looked exactly as it had when they'd left it. She'd inherited a paranoid streak from her parents and so had insisted on a secure house when Solly and she had been looking for somewhere to settle down. It was surrounded by a man-high brick wall that was topped by spiked iron railings and covered on all sides by CCTV. She let out a long breath as the gate clanged shut behind them. For the first time since they'd left, she could relax.

      Except they hadn't all made it back. Todd's body was lying in a car half way between here and Mont Belvieu. She should have been overwhelmed with grief, but she searched her heart and found her emotional well completely drained. She had nothing left. All she could do was deal with things as they were. And her head was still throbbing.

      "Come on Isabella," her father called. "Let's get this boy inside."

      She snapped out of her inner monologue and put the soldier's arm over her shoulder. With Jake's help, they dragged him into the house, but it took all four of them to get him upstairs and into the guest bedroom.

      Bella removed his jacket and shirt as he lay unconscious on his front, before taking a look at the wound. It was a bullet, but there was no sign of it exiting on the other side of his chest. Odd. He'd been wearing no armor, so there was nothing stopping it from going straight through and killing him instantly.

      She cleaned the wound with some boiled water and then took her father's flashlight and shone it into the neat hole punched into his skin. Bella could see metal, but it wasn't the bullet. Rolling him gently onto his back, she lifted his wrist. The display of his BonesWare was black. By a freak chance, the bullet had hit and shattered his implant. He'd bled heavily, perhaps too heavily, but, for now, the implant had saved his life.

      "Well, who'd have believed it," the old man said. "Those infernal lumps of metal did have a use after all."

      She gave him a tired smile as she tucked the blankets under the soldier's chin. She couldn't do much other than keep him warm and give him fluids if he woke up. For now, however, she needed sleep as she'd never needed it before.

      "I'll sit by him. I've already slept a little," Al said as his daughter got up.

      "Thanks Pops," she replied. She turned at the door. "I'm glad you're here."

      "Me too, liebling. Me too."

      She watched her father bring a chair to the side of the bed and settle down to his vigil. She smiled again.

      Then the lights went out.
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      Solly yelled as a stabbing pain gripped his calf. He reached down but overbalanced and rolled off the couch and onto the floor. He lay there groaning as he came around properly. It was light. He'd slept all night. He could feel the grungy carpet under his legs. He had no pants on.

      Of all the things that might have freaked him out—memories of a night spent dodging the end of the world, for example—it was the fact that he'd woken up half naked that was at the forefront of his mind right now.

      He sat up with his back against the couch. His left leg had been bandaged and he wasn't wearing the same briefs he'd had on yesterday—he knew this because he didn't make a habit of putting them on back to front. His stomach rumbled, his mouth was dry, and he had the mother of all headaches brewing. He decided to shelve all his questions until he had the energy to answer them, so he pulled himself back onto the couch and fell immediately asleep again.

      He couldn't tell how long he'd been lying there when he woke up. It was still daylight which meant, on these short winter days, that he can't have been asleep for more than eight hours at the most. He rubbed the residual soreness from his calf and groaned as he sat upright. Every part of him ached, but most of the real pain came from the part of his left thigh that was covered by the bandage. He twisted his leg a little and then winced as he caught sight of the oval shaped patch of red on the far side. How had that happened? Who had put the bandage on?

      Then, like a searchlight finding its target, he remembered.

      "Mona!" he croaked. "Mona!"

      No response.

      He hauled himself up and hobbled, stiff legged, to the kitchen door, leaning on the wall as he went. It looked well-ordered inside—far too tidy to have been as Solly had left it—though he was puzzled by the pile of cans on the table. It looked as though Mona had emptied the closet of food and organized it into types. Very odd.

      "Mona!" he called again, as he made his painful, exhausted way from the kitchen door along to the bedroom. He opened the door and saw her there, lying in the bed, duvet clasped under her chin, looking as comfortable and peaceful as it was possible to imagine. But it was the peace of the dead. He could see it in an instant. There was a stillness to her that couldn't possibly be mere sleep and her face had an unmistakable gray lifelessness to it.

      But still, he had to be sure, so he gently touched her forehead. Cold. The woman had died in his bed during her sleep. Judging by the look of contentment on her face, she hadn't felt a thing. Small mercies.

      He sat down next to her on the bed, utterly numb. His mind was still foggy, perhaps from the drinks the night before at Gabe's. The night before everything changed. He cast his mind back to their journey here. How he'd met Mona in the subway, how she'd seemed timid at first but had shown herself to have guts when it came to it. How she'd saved him during the knife fight.

      He touched his bandaged leg again. He must have been cut during the fight without knowing it. Just a glancing blow that had leaked blood; he hadn't noticed while they were out in the cold and wet, but when they'd gotten inside and warmed up, the blood had begun to flow freely. Mona had patched him up, removed his pants and then gone to bed to die.

      His stomach rumbled again. He needed to deal with Mona, but he needed food and drink first. Perhaps that would clear the fog from his mind so he could function. So he could make sense of what had happened.

      It took a herculean effort to make it back to the kitchen. He felt as though he'd aged fifty years in a single night. His legs were so weak, his right leg cramped and his left sore as the bandage rubbed on the wound. Twice the dizziness almost overwhelmed him, and he was forced to lean against the wall to steady himself before moving on again.

      Finally, he was at the sink filling a mug with water. The cold liquid splashed down his throat and immediately sharpened his senses. Coffee next. He didn't have the energy for anything other than instant, so he flicked the switch on the kettle and stood, holding onto the kitchen counter, waiting for it to warm up. Nothing happened.

      He looked down at the digital readout on the front of the stove. Nothing. The microwave. Nothing. So, the power was out. Just as he thought this, he noticed the cold. The apartment heating was powered by electricity and the windows weren't well insulated. He could feel a breeze play over his bare legs.

      He had to get warm. But to get warm he needed energy and he didn't have any means of heating food. He shambled over to the table and looked through the cans. Rice pudding, that would have to do. He sat down, lifted the ring pull, grabbed a spoon from the drawer and dug in. As soon as he started eating, he realized just how famished he'd been and the can was gone in seconds.

      Solly made his painful way back to the living room. He needed to contact Bella. His smartphone was on the table, but the battery had died. There was no dial tone when he picked up the house phone. He was on the other side of the country, desperate to know whether his family was alive or dead and with no way to find out. No way other than to go there himself. But that was for another day.

      For now, he had to put some more clothes on. The journey back to his bedroom was easier as he felt his strength begin to return, and he quickly found a pair of lounge pants that were warm but loose around his wound. He took another glance at Mona's peaceful form, before heading into the living room and looking out onto the street below. No lights, no sign of movement at all. The sky was darkening, so he knew it must be around 4 p.m. He flicked his right wrist and his BonesWare flashed amber warnings about dehydration, but nothing too concerning. Whatever was killing people had passed him by. So far.

      Then he looked back at his BonesWare. In the top corner it showed the time, 4:11 p.m., that was what he expected. But beneath it was the date—November 16th. He'd been out for two days! No wonder his legs felt weak and his head was swimming. Mona must have tended him and then, on the night before he woke up, she died.

      He suddenly felt confused and vulnerable. What had been going on outside while he'd slept? Mona's gun! He went back to the bedroom. Her handbag was there, but the pistol wasn't inside. Instead, he found a spiral-bound notebook. He went to put it back, but he spotted his name on the front page, so he pocketed it and then looked through the drawers before searching everywhere he could think of for the precious weapon.

      It was when he'd reached the front door that it struck him. Where would he hide a gun before going to sleep? He rushed back into the bedroom again and, somewhat fearfully, ran his hand under the pillow Mona's head was resting on. It moved a little as he groped around, but he kept his eyes elsewhere and, finally, his fingers closed around the cold metal.

      Pulling it out, he took it back to the living room, stopping off in the kitchen for a pack of candles and a box of matches as the light was fading fast outside.

      He pulled the curtains, lit a couple of candles and sat on the couch again, breathing heavily. Two whole days. He'd have to make sure he ate again tonight and, above all, that he kept hydrated. But if the power had gone, how long would the water work? He made a promise to himself to stock up in the morning but, for now, his attention was focused on the book he'd found in Mona's hand-bag.

      Holding it under the candle, he swiped back a few pages to the point where she'd started writing.

      

      Dear Solly, if you are reading this, I must be dead, like so many, many others tonight. I am keeping notes of what I'm doing and learning so you will have some answers when you wake up. I hope you never see this. I hope I'm alive to welcome you back. You look so peaceful when you're sleeping.

      Thank you for saving me.

      Love, Mona

      

      Tears formed in the corners of Solly's eyes as he read this, before he moved on to the entries below.

      

      14th – 4 am

      Have dressed the wound and stopped the bleeding. News says there have been deaths in the millions. Have turned off all lights—lots of people in the street shouting and crying out. Lots have driven away. Not sure how far they'll get. Hope Solly doesn't mind me sleeping in his bed, but I need to rest a bit.

      14th – 9 am

      Am concerned that Solly is showing no signs of waking up. He must have lost more blood than I thought on the way here. He must have been exhausted too, poor man.

      14th – 2:30 pm

      No one on the streets now. Have heard shouts from neighboring apartments but haven't gone out. CNN reporting casualties among the military even higher than the general population. The chain of command is being simplified, but may not hold. We're being told to stay inside, but no news on whether help will come.

      14th – 6 pm

      President Kowalski is dead, as is the Vice President. General Sam Tusk has taken over the administration, declaring martial law.

      15th – 10 am

      Solly wet himself. I'm sorry if you're reading this, but you have to know why you're wearing new underpants. Don't worry, I cleaned up. I've seen it all before. You came around a little as I was doing it, and you had some water, but fell asleep as soon as I'd finished. I hope it's a good sign. Maybe you'll wake up properly today.

      15th – 7 pm

      I'm scared. The power went an hour ago and it's not going to come back. Nothing is moving outside, except the odd car light in the distance. I've made an inventory of the food in the apartment. There's not a lot. When you're awake, we'll have to go out and get some essentials. I'm not doing it on my own. Please wake up Solly.

      

      That was the final entry and Solly could barely see for the tears. She'd cared for him on her own, stuck here looking after a near stranger because she couldn't leave him. He looked out of the window at the darkness. He'd never seen it like this before—even in the dead of night, this part of Queens was always lit up so bright you needed blackout drapes to sleep. Well, now the night belonged to the dead.

      He went back into the bedroom one final time, pulled the duvet from Mona's body, sat on the sofa and wrapped it around himself. He opened a can of peach slices, ate them and then fell asleep, the gun beside him.

      

      It was daytime when he awoke again, and, in a panic, he looked at his BonesWare - 9:30 a.m. on the 17th. So, he'd only slept the one night this time. Cold hit him like a slap in the face as he opened the quilt and stepped out. But he felt an urgent need for the bathroom, so he shivered his way through the process and was grateful to hear the toilet tank refilling once he'd flushed. At least the water was still running.

      After a quick breakfast of cold baked beans, he sat on the sofa and pulled the dressing off his wound. It felt warm to the touch and the edges of the jagged wound were red. It was infected. It might heal of its own accord, but Solly had no intention of taking the risk. He knew it was still possible he'd die from whatever had killed everyone else, but he couldn't do anything about that. What he could do was to go out and get some antibiotics.

      Padding back into the bedroom he was somehow shocked to see Mona lying there. What had he imagined? That she would get up and let herself out? He shook his head to jump out of that particular rabbit hole. He noticed she'd gone to bed that night fully dressed. As he went through his drawer and wardrobe digging out the warmest clothes, he thought about his next move. Beyond getting some antibiotics and essential supplies, what then? The image of his children appeared in his mind's eye and he knew the answer. Sooner rather than later he was heading out of town and onto the road to Texas.

      

      Solly opened the door of his apartment and peered carefully along the landing. He had two neighbors. The Sanfords lived on one side, an elderly couple he'd barely spoken to, and Bettany Moreau on the other. She was a French engineer who worked at La Guardia. Solly had harbored ambitions in her direction but she was so far out of his league he'd confined himself, thus far, to admiration from a distance.

      He decided to check Moreau's apartment first, but the door was open and it was trashed inside. He hoped she'd left before this had happened and tightened his grip on the gun as he left.

      The door of the Sanfords was locked, but there was no response to his banging. They'd either left or were lying dead inside. The chances were, in the latter case, that they had some antibiotics he could take, but he couldn't face the prospect of finding them dead inside and he probably wouldn't be able to force the door in any case.

      So, he turned away, pulled his thick coat around his cheeks and his thermal hat down around his ears. He caught sight of himself in the hallway mirror as he went to open the outer door. Any mental image of himself as some sort of vigilante in black was banished. He looked like a terrified dorky nerd with a child's pistol in his hands. He gave a grim chuckle, opened the door and slipped outside.

      Queens was as silent as a tomb.
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      Solly headed south on 79th toward the medical center. He felt as though he were walking through a dream. It was as if a princess had pricked her thumb somewhere and the whole of Queens had fallen asleep. The silence wrapped itself around his mind to the point where he thought he could hear the blood bubbling away in his ears.

      Red brick, two-story apartments lined one side of the road, wooden houses the other. The Stars and Stripes hung from twin flagpoles outside one of them—a well-kept white building with an iron gate. Inside, perhaps, two patriots waited silently for the end of days.

      He pulled his head down into his collar as a chill wind blew along the street. He reckoned that half the cars he'd normally see parked up on a weekend were gone, and most of those that remained were lined up perfectly normally along the side of the road. But, here and there, he'd see one abandoned and, around it, cars on either side unable to get through. He quickly learned not to look inside any of the cars he passed.

      When he was crossing Northern Boulevard, he heard voices crying out in the distance. He couldn't tell what they were saying, but they didn't seem to be frightened or stressed. If it wasn't impossible in this dead city, he'd say it was the sound of children at play. No time to look, though. He needed those antibiotics and, once he had them and some other essentials, he would be heading south to his own children.

      He wasn't surprised to see that the medical center had been broken into. Shattered glass lay across the entrance, and inside was a scene of utter mayhem. Computer displays, chairs, even pot plants lay strewn across the room. Two bodies lay partially covered by the debris in front of what had been the reception desk. What had happened? He guessed that frightened people had gathered here on that first night and frightened folk can turn into an angry mob in the blink of an eye.

      Where would he find antibiotics? There would be a dispensary somewhere close to reception and, sure enough, he spotted a sign and found it within minutes. It had been pretty thoroughly looted, but he was able to scavenge some bandages. He felt nervous, and it didn't feel right to be simply taking without paying, so he moved quickly and shoved every box of drugs he came across among the debris into his pack as he went. No antibiotics, as far as he could tell. He was no medical expert, but he thought their names ended in "…in," so he scanned the labels quickly. But he rejected nothing he found—who knew what he would need? He could separate the useful from the mere baggage when he got back.

      Solly moved behind the pharmacy desk, tripped over something and fell sprawling on the floor. He looked back with horror at the hand that had wrapped itself around his foot. It belonged to a man who lay on his side beneath the desk. As he moved, Solly gagged at the overwhelming stench. He pulled his foot free and scrambled away, sitting up against a wall and looking around. Once his heart had settled again, he pulled in a deep breath and crawled back to the desk and peered under.

      "Are you alive?" he whispered.

      The man's head nodded gently. He was a black man of late middle age, his thinning, close cropped hair peppered with gray. He wore a white coat but, as Solly's eyes scanned down his torso he could see that it was soaked in thick, black, blood.

      "What… what happened?"

      The man didn't say anything, but Solly read the wish behind those pleading eyes. He'd either been shot or knifed in the guts, probably on the first night, and he'd lain here ever since as his body died from the legs up. He let out a cry that reminded Solly of a kitten's meow and stretched his arm a few more inches as if begging.

      Swallowing the pure terror that was rising in his throat, Solly pulled the revolver from his pocket and pointed it at the pitiable figure. The man, seeing this, relaxed. His arm fell loose on the floor and he nodded as he held Solly's gaze.

      "May God forgive me," Solly muttered. His heart thumped in his chest and his hand shook as he took aim.

      He couldn't do it. He couldn't shoot someone up close like this when they were posing him no threat. As if reading his mind, the man lunged at him, grabbing his hand. As he tried to pull away, Solly's finger pulled on the trigger and the crack of the shot echoed around the building. But the bullet went wide, and the man lay there crying.

      What was Solly to do? The right thing would be to put him out of his misery. He'd done that for the burn victim in the subway. But no, he hadn't done the deed himself, he'd given it to Marek. Did he have the strength, in this new reality, to kill in cold blood?

      Suddenly, he heard the scraping of a door being opened. His shot had attracted someone's attention. More than one person, judging by the murmuring sound. Lonely though he'd been, the last thing he wanted now was to run into strangers. With a whispered curse, he got to his feet, trying hard not to look at the man on the floor.

      He took his grief and shame with him as he ran out the rear of the pharmacy and into the staff hallways beyond. He still needed his antibiotics. If anything, his leg was more painful now than it had been when he'd woken up. He didn't want to end up like the man under the table.

      He pushed at a door and found himself in an empty consulting room. Good, this one hadn't been raided. Pulling open the drawers, he scattered their contents onto the desk. Pens, a stethoscope, some mints. Nothing useful.

      In the next room he hit the jackpot. He couldn't tell what this doctor's specialty was, but she clearly dispensed a lot of antibiotics because her desk drawer was full of them. Amoxicillin would do. He took every box he could find and topped it up with other varieties just for luck. He'd have taken more if he'd thought to bring a bigger bag. Cursing himself, he went to the door and heard again the sounds of people talking, echoing down the corridor. A brutal laugh went up and then, to his horror, he heard a wailing cry. He couldn't tell whether it was a woman or a child, but either way, he couldn't turn and run.

      Swinging the pack onto his back, he checked the gun and sneaked toward the noise.

      "There's someone else in here."

      Solly halted. The voice was calm, and it was too close for comfort. He held his breath as he listened.

      "Yeah, I heard the shot. But maybe we don't want to go looking for trouble."

      The first voice erupted in laughter. "Moron! We are trouble. We bossed this place before the falling, we sure as hell rule it now."

      "True enough. But can't we just play with the booty? And go looking later?"

      The first voice seemed to consider this. "Maybe you're right. We don't want Jez going spoiling the prize. Nice little virgin."

      So that was it. They'd found a woman hiding, probably in the medical center itself. Could his shot have brought them here in the first place? Good grief. Again, he felt like a bear in a trap, caught in a net of responsibility and guilt.

      Mercifully, the two men moved away from him and he was able to follow. The glimpses he caught as he shadowed them along the corridors of the medical center told him that one, the first voice, was a slightly built black man with long dreadlocks. His accomplice was short, wide and looked white, but might have been Hispanic. Both wore blue denims and he could see tattoos covering the neck of the paler man. Each carried a handgun.

      At first, he couldn't tell which direction they were heading in but then, with horror, he realized that they were behind the pharmacy.

      "Look at this," said fat boy. As he peered around the doorway, Solly could see him looking under the table. Dreadlocks was out of sight, presumably on the other side of the room. "That must really hurt. Let me deal with that for you." Another crack and Solly guessed the injured man was finally dead.

      He was about to slip back into the hallway and wait for them to leave when a deep voice whispered in his ear, "Where are you goin'? Why don't you come join the party?"

      He spun around, and, in a blur of movement, Dreadlocks had pulled Solly's gun from his hand and the other thug was riffling through Solly's backpack. "Just pills."

      "And what kind of drugs were you looking for?" Dreadlocks said.

      There was no point in lying. "Antibiotics. My leg's wounded."

      "Ah, been in a scrap, have you? Well, I suggest you come along with us and we'll take care of you. I'm Lenny, by the way, and this here is Otis."

      "Solly."

      With a gesture and a push, Lenny indicated the direction they were to walk. "I knew you was following us. I said to Otis, I said we'd set a trap for whoever had fired the shot in here. And we got our little mouse."

      Another cry went up. Closer this time.

      "Come on now, Otis. We need to get back for the party or the goods will be spoiled."

      They emerged suddenly into a large room like a college lecture theater. Two figures were gathered around a third who was kneeling, head bowed.

      "Ah Lenny, you're just in time," said a white youth whose pock-marked face peered out from beneath a black hoodie.

      "I'm glad to see that," Lenny responded. "But put it away for now, Jez, the lady don't want to be seein' what you're packin'."

      Otis laughed at this, followed a few moments later by the boy who stood alongside Jez. And he was just a boy. Fourteen, fifteen perhaps.

      "We found our gunman," Lenny said, pushing Solly to the front. As the others backed away, he could see that the kneeling figure was, indeed, a woman. She was slightly built with a mass of brown ringlets crowning a pretty face. She wore a white blouse—Solly could see her discarded coat where it had been flung away—which contrasted with her mocha-colored skin. She looked like a lamb to the slaughter and Solly was powerless to help.

      Or was he?

      He'd originally imagined he'd been taken by a city gang, but now that he'd seen them up close, only Lenny was truly dangerous. Otis was a moron and Jez an adolescent bully. As for the boy, he looked terrified. Lenny was the key.

      "Now then, friend Solly, you have an opportunity," Lenny said, forcing him down onto an auditorium chair. "We are the power in the hood now. Everyone else has gone, one way or another. You can handle a weapon and I figure you has more brain than those three put together. Join up with us and you can live like a king."

      Solly gave a noncommittal shrug.

      "Well, perhaps you should see what living like a king means? Eh? Now you just hold that girl down, Jez, and I'll show you how a real man does it. Don't be jealous of my gear though, will you boy?"

      Jez's face darkened, but he grabbed the girl's shoulders and pushed her to the floor. Solly went to rise from his chair, but Otis waved Mona's snub-nosed pistol and shook his head.

      The woman screamed as she was forced down. Though lean, Lenny was a strong man, and he quickly subdued her.

      Solly looked up at Otis whose attention was switching back and forth between watching over him and gloating at Lenny. The black man was now naked from the waist down. All Solly could hear was muffled crying and a scuffling sound as the woman struggled in vain.

      It was now or never. Otis looked across at Lenny, and Solly took his chance. He lunged at the thug's gun-toting hand. With a yell, Otis pulled back at him, but Solly was fueled by rage and fear, and he pushed Otis's arm inwards as he heard Lenny call out. Solly had forced the thug's arm back on itself when there was a muffled crack and Otis fell screaming backwards, his hand over his gut. Solly grabbed the gun from his nerveless hand just in time to spin around and train it on Lenny who stood, pointing his own gun at Solly.

      "Come now," he said, his voice betraying a barely suppressed rage. "Put the gun down and we'll talk. You ain't no killer, I know that. Accidents is one thing, putting a man out of his misery is one thing. Killing in cold blood, that's another. I don't see it in you, Sol."

      Solly thought about the woman lying on the floor pinned down by Jez. He thought of the innocent millions who had died over the last days. He thought of Mona, his savior, lying cold in his bed. And he thought of what would happen if he let Lenny talk him down.

      Then the woman screamed, and Solly let the red mist take over.

      Lenny fell to the floor, a hole punched through his chest.

      "Who said anything about cold blood?" Solly spat.

      "Don't come near me or I'll cut 'er!"

      Solly looked up to see Jez holding a knife to the throat of the woman, his filthy hand still clasped over her mouth.

      "Let her go," Solly said. "Do the right thing for once."

      "She's mine! You go, or I kill her. Right here, right now!" Jez's face twisted with rage, his blue eyes staring like a madman. "GO!" he screamed as he raised the knife, point down.

      There was a sudden blur and Jez fell sideways. The boy stood there holding what looked like a chair leg. He looked at Solly then at the woman as she sat up, then he crawled away. "Sorry," he said, before turning to run.

      "Wait!" Solly called out. The boy stopped. "Good folk need to stick together. Give me a hand."

      The boy remained with his back to them and then Solly could see him turn his head in the woman's direction. She sat cross-legged and sobbing, but she returned his gaze and, after a moment, gave a brief nod.

      Solly knelt beside Jez. He was out for the count, but not dead. Lenny had been right about one thing, Solly was no cold-blooded killer and he wouldn't finish Jez off while he lay there, helpless. But he had no intention of burdening himself with a prisoner.

      "Look, we can't stay here," he said to the woman. "My name's Solly and I'm going back to my apartment to hole up for the night. You're both welcome to come with me."

      "You can't stay there for long; they'll find you," the woman said, her voice trembling as her body shook.

      "I won't be. I'm heading for Texas to find my family. What you do is your affair, but you're welcome to my apartment."

      The boy, who'd brought the woman's coat and put it around her shoulders said, "I got no one here. Like you said, folks need to stick together. My name's Ross, by the way."

      "I'm Janice," the woman said as she shivered.

      Solly helped her up. "Come on then, let's go home."
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      "Can everyone hear me?" Deputy Paulina Ramos called, as the town meeting came to order.

      Paulie looked out over the people gathered in the Baptist church. It seemed like a good turnout until you realized that this was just about everyone left alive. She watched them as the remaining conversations trailed away and silence fell.

      No one in their right mind would have put Paulie in charge of anything more crucial than an office party and yet, here she was, in effective command of the security in Arbroath, Washington as the world fell apart around them. Technically, Deputy Hodges was the ranking officer and she respected the chain of command enough to tell him what she was going to do before she did it, but, though they all felt way out of their depth, Hodges had sunk the furthest.

      They'd come within a whisker of complete anarchy in the hours after Sheriff McGovern died. He'd shaped the town police in his own image and it was unthinkable that he wouldn't be leading the recovery, if there was to be one. Without anyone to give orders, they'd scattered to their homes. It was truly everyone for themselves.

      Paulie didn't have anywhere to go other than her apartment, so she helped Hodges move McGovern's body to the basement where it still lay three days later. The following morning, she and Hodges watched the sun rise over a ghost town and waited for their colleagues to sign in. By the time they'd given up waiting any longer, only another five had turned up. Five out of nearly fifty.

      Aside from Hodges, Paulie only really knew Mike Fessel and Nicky Friedman. Fessel was a twenty-something former barista at Starbucks. Paulie liked him, though he was sometimes a little too cocky for his own good. Well, the apocalypse had done a pretty effective job of taking the spring out of his stride and he'd now become more sullen and withdrawn. He'd lost both parents and a brother, but he'd still turned up the next day to do his duty.

      Nicky Friedman was a raw recruit from out of state. She'd already been effectively knocked into shape during the infamous induction period overseen by McGovern, but she was now driving on empty.

      Of the other three, all men, she'd known next to nothing. Two had died on the second day, leaving only Jake Rutz, a thirty-something desk clerk she'd barely ever spoken to.

      So then they were five. Hodges was a traffic patrol cop in his fifties with a nervous disposition and a car full of meds and so, on that first morning, each of the survivors had looked at the others, waiting for someone to step forward. That someone had been Paulie.

      She'd immediately gone around to the town hall to find out who was in charge. The mayor had died in the night, but the deputy mayor was there. A brisk woman in her mid-fifties, Mayor Vogelbach was obviously relieved when Paulie and Rutz had made themselves known.

      Vogelbach had barely any more information than they did. The National Guard had been mobilized and all civilian administrations had been told to prepare for their arrival, but there was no timescale and no way of knowing whether they would actually turn up at all. In the meantime, a line of people had formed in the lobby and Vogelbach was desperately trying to decide what to do first.

      Aside from providing whatever emergency relief they could, Paulie had suggested that they assess how many people had died and try, if possible, to work out what they'd died of. McGovern had fallen as if he'd been shot, but there hadn't been a mark on his body. A pandemic seemed unlikely as the deaths had happened without prior symptoms and most had occurred over a period of a few hours, though they soon discovered that those who'd survived so far, might not see out the day.

      The night before had been shocking enough, but riding around in the patrol car with Rutz had driven it home to her just how devastating the death toll had been. They took a single street and went from dwelling to dwelling counting the dead and those that remained alive. Many doors went unanswered and they were forced to break their way in to find whole families lying lifeless. Except for young babies. They seemed to have been untouched.

      Arbroath wasn't exactly an up and coming community, so its population tended closer to retirement than birth, but by the time they'd swept that first street, they'd found as many babies alive as adults and older children. Paulie and Rutz distributed them to survivors, deaf to any protests. They were swimming in a sea of grief and everyone had a responsibility to keep some hope for the future above the waterline.

      They sat in the car and added up the numbers. According to the last census, four hundred and fifty people had lived here. This morning, a dozen adults, four children and twenty-one babies remained alive. Paulie felt a black fog descend as her mind struggled to cope with the enormity of it. She kept going because she'd promised to help these people and because of her daughter. She'd phoned her the night before, when this had all started, and Alejandro, Paulie's brother, had answered. But there had been no response the following day. She'd heard it ring, but no one had picked up. It could easily have been the line, but she felt a seething panic that her brother and daughter were now lying in his apartment, like all those she'd seen since.

      "My name is Deputy Ramos," Paulie said. She'd moved the lectern to one side and stood with some scribbled notes in front of the survivors. Given all that had happened in the past few days, it seemed crazy to be nervous of speaking in front of strangers. Crazy but true. "I represent the Sheriff's Department and I have some announcements I need to make regarding security. But first, I'd like to invite Mayor Vogelbach to speak."

      "These are desperate times," the mayor began in a hoarse voice that grew in strength as she spoke. "We've been visited by an unknown plague that has robbed us of so many loved ones."

      Vogelbach paused for a moment as tears formed in her eyes. Out among the audience, Paulie could hear isolated sobbing. This was no normal congregation, she thought, almost everyone in this crowd was alone.

      The mayor drew in a deep breath. "It seems ridiculous to talk of the future at a time like this, but it will come whether we plan for it or not and I, for one, would wish there to be citizens of Arbroath to greet it. But let me begin by sharing the latest government information since I know that many of you have lost power. Bear in mind that this information was received two days ago, and we've heard nothing since."

      "President Kowalski is dead. Ryan O'Reilly, former Secretary of Transportation has been sworn in. A state of national emergency has been declared and all arms of the military have been ordered to mobilize, including the National Guard. Citizens have been advised to remain in their homes and await further orders. However, we have received nothing further from federal or state government, so we must act as if we are on our own. Deputy Ramos has formulated a plan to ensure our safety."

      The mayor stepped back, and all eyes focused on Paulie. "Our first task is security. We don't believe it's realistic to try to secure the entire town and outlying districts, so we are instituting a safe zone centered on the marketplace. We're surveying the surrounding streets to work out the most defensible perimeter, but I suggest anyone who lives in the outlying areas prepares to move inside."

      A hand went up. "What about our dead? They need to be buried."

      Mercifully, the mayor took this one. "We’ll attend to that once the living are secure, Margery. You need to head back home and pack."

      The woman subsided and a man wearing a quilted jacket and baseball cap stepped forward. "What are you doing about supplies? The Kwikmart's already been looted, and not by the folk of this town, if I know them at all. Where's the food going to come from? And nights are pretty cold this time of the year."

      "The one silver lining to this catastrophe, Marvin, is that there is plenty of food in the shops, at least for a little while. By bringing it into a secure central area, we make sure it's kept safe," the mayor said.

      "So you can control who gets it and who doesn't, I suppose?" Marvin responded.

      The mayor went to open her mouth but Paulie, sensing that trouble was brewing, spoke first, "Do you have any military experience, Marvin?"

      "Ten years in the Marine Corps. Saw action in Iraq and North Korea," he said, his chest puffing with pride.

      "We're looking for deputies to help secure and protect supplies and patrol the streets. We'd love to have a man with your experience. But the work's dangerous and the pay's negligible—"

      "Sounds just like the Marines," Marvin said. "I'll sign on. Can't sit on my hands while the world goes all to hell. The name's Tucker, former Gunnery Sergeant."

      Paulie took out a pen and noted the man's name. "Thanks, gunny," she said before addressing the rest of the audience. "We're looking for men and women with service experience to sign up as deputies and anyone else fit enough to help get the town back on its feet. Volunteers should report to the Sheriff's office as soon as this meeting is over. Everyone else, I suggest you get ready to move."

      The mayor stepped forward again. "We'll meet again tomorrow, same place, same time. I ask you all to help your neighbors. Many of you have been given care of babies. Please remember that they are innocents in all this and that if we want them to have a world to grow up in, then we must come together to protect them. Now, before we depart, let’s have a moment of silence for the departed and say a word of prayer."

      

      Fifteen men and women volunteered that day and they began the job of sealing off the central portion of the town. Arbroath's streets radiated out from the town square, so they were able to barricade all but one of them with the shops and apartments on either side forming an otherwise continuous wall. Work parties scoured the shops in the unprotected area and brought all the useful supplies inside the ring. The sense of a community coming together made for a tiny ray of light in Paulie's mind.

      She sent the new deputies into each building to block any doors and windows that could be reached from what was now outside the protected area. They were also ordered to bring out the dead, who were then taken to a temporary morgue in a school building on the border of the town. It was gruesome work, and Paulie felt obliged to get her hands dirty, so it was a flustered Hodges who caught up with her.

      "Paulina! At last. I've been looking for you everywhere," he said.

      Paulie helped a man lift another body onto the makeshift cart they'd liberated from a shop. "Give us a moment would you Bob? Take a ten-minute break," she said. Bob had been a complete stranger to her, but after two hours in his company hauling corpses, Paulie felt as though she'd known him for years. She liked him. A straightforward man whose life, like everyone else's, had collapsed just a few days before, he was finding mental refuge in menial work, however horrific. He nodded and slipped away.

      She turned to Hodges. "What is it?"

      "It's Petrov. You know, the owner of Aldays."

      Paulie nodded. Custer Petrov had bought the old-fashioned department store in the town center just as it was shutting down for good. Aldays had been run by the same family since it was founded in the nineteenth century (or so legend said) but its ancient charm hadn't been enough to keep it in business, so he'd paid a dollar for it a couple of hours after it went under. That meant he didn't have to settle its debts, many of which were owed to other townsfolk, so their relief to have such a large part of the shopping center saved was tempered by knowing that Petrov was now selling stock he hadn't paid them for. He wasn't, therefore, a popular man. She was almost disappointed to find he'd survived—he certainly hadn't been at the town meeting.

      "What does he want?"

      "He says the town can use the upper floors to house folk. There's plenty of small rooms up there, and plumbing. And he says we can use the ground floor to store all the supplies we're bringing in."

      Paulie waited for the shoe to drop. "And what does he want in return?"

      "A percentage," Hodges replied.

      A born entrepreneur who'd grown up on the streets of Moscow, Petrov was looking to make the new world in his own image. But what would he use for currency?

      "Look, Paulina, could you talk to him? This is way above my pay grade."

      She looked at the officious little man's anxious features and noticed a slight stubble around his chin. She'd never known him to turn up for duty with anything less than a perfectly clean-shaven face—except for the slug-like mustache stuck to his upper lip. Such a tiny detail, and yet it was just another sign that the old world had gone and the people that they had been had gone with it.

      "Sure, I'll go see him just as soon as I've finished helping Bob."

      Hodges's protest was cut off by a cry from outside. Paulie was just in time to see Bob and the other volunteers running off toward the nearest partially-built barricade.

      Nicki Friedman stood with her shotgun locked and loaded watching a group of people running along the road toward the gap in the fence.

      "What's going on?" Paulie said, drawing her revolver and looking back along the road.

      "Reports of bandits," Friedman said. "See over there? That's Miller's Farm."

      Paulie squinted in the direction Friedman was pointing. Smoke billowed into the air from behind the wooden buildings on that side of the approach road.

      "Josh Miller rode in a half hour ago, said they'd rolled up in some sort of army truck and began emptying his barn into the back of it. They were dressed as military, he said, but they were no soldiers. Just a bunch of bandits on the make. He decided to hightail it, but when he was halfway here, he heard an explosion and saw his farm alight."

      Frightened people breathed again as they reached the apparent safety beyond the barricade. One wore a deputy's uniform.

      "Graf! I thought you were dead!" Paulie threw her arms around the disheveled man.

      He hugged her tight before separating. "I'm sorry, Paulie. I had my home to protect. And then there was no one left but me and I didn't want to leave until I'd done the right thing by my family."

      Jon Graf had been something of a father figure to Paulie. His eyes filled with tears and she knew he was thinking of his wife and son. "Oh Jon," she said, "I'm so sorry."

      He shook his head. "I'm right glad to find you alive. First bit of good news I've had since this all started. But we need to finish this barricade and get people inside quickly. There's bad folks out there and they're gonna want what we've got."

      "Sheriff!" The call went up from a volunteer standing on top of the barricade. He was looking directly at Paulie. She glanced at Hodges who gave a small shrug and stepped back. "There's someone coming!"

      She jumped up onto the car that formed the lower part of the barrier. It was a clear day and West Street ran in a straight line out of town, so she could see for at least a mile. At first, she could only make out movement of some sort in the distance that then resolved itself into a small convoy of vehicles.

      She sent Hodges off to gather the deputies, brought her weapon to bear and then watched as it crawled closer. They were certainly military, probably from the National Guard base in Seattle, but Josh Miller's report had shown they were not bonafide soldiers. The convoy halted a couple of hundred yards out. A single figure got out of the leading jeep and looked down the road at them. He took a pair of binoculars and examined the barricade, before talking to a man beside him.

      He then got back in the jeep and waited as the other vehicles, mainly trucks, turned in the road and trundled out of town. As they disappeared from view, the jeep sat on its own in the middle of the road. The man stood up in his seat and very deliberately pointed at the watchers on the barricade, making clear his unspoken intent before the car swung around and followed the convoy away.

      We'll be back.
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      Solly adjusted the backpack and trudged along Northern Boulevard. He picked his way between abandoned cars and tried not to let the utter silence overwhelm him. New York was dead, and he was wandering among its bones.

      No, not completely dead, not completely silent. He could hear Janice's soft but confident stride a few paces behind him and he knew that Ross would be sticking close to both of them.

      They'd spent the previous day getting prepared for the journey. The first thing they'd done when they'd reached Solly's apartment, was to move Mona's body. They'd wrapped it in his duvet and carried it next door, laying it in the bed of his former neighbor.

      The boy's story was fairly straightforward. He'd been at home in bed when he'd heard a cry from the living room and found his mother collapsed in front of the news. He'd run out of the apartment and into the hands of Lenny's gang. Solly believed the poor boy had been in a state of shock since the beginning. At some point, his mind would try to grasp the true consequences of what had happened and then he'd need catching.

      As for Janice, she was a mystery. Solly hadn't asked many questions, and she'd volunteered next to nothing. He didn't even know why they were so intent on coming with him to Texas, except that even if he hadn't had this compulsion to find his family, he'd want to get out of this dead city as quickly as possible. He doubted they'd go all the way but, for now, he welcomed their company.

      The initial plan was to walk out of Manhattan on the 278, so Solly guided them past the no entry sign and up the slipway. The road was raised up so they could look down on Queens as they walked along.

      "Don't get too close to the edge," Solly said as Ross peered over the barrier.

      "I'm not going to jump off," the boy responded.

      Solly took in the view. Nothing was moving though here and there he could see columns of smoke rising gently into the brisk morning air. They'd decided to set off as soon as it was light because the days were short enough as it was. They would follow the 278 to Williamsburg, then across the bridge there and through the Holland Tunnel on the 78. According to Solly's estimates, based on the maps they'd looted, this was the quickest way out of the city that headed in the right general direction on the other side. As it was, they wouldn't get through it in one day and he didn't relish spending one night in New York, let alone two.

      "We mustn't be seen."

      Ross jumped back down. "Who's gonna see us?"

      Solly started moving along the road again, being careful to pick a path along the center rather than near the edge since that gave them the cover of the stranded vehicles. "Oh, there are people here," he said. "And I don't want to attract their attention."

      They'd come across others during their supply expedition the previous day. Ross was the only one of them who'd done any serious camping, so he'd written a list of the things they'd need. First and foremost was warm clothing and portable shelter, so they'd raided an Army and Navy store. The glass frontage had been smashed, but there was still plenty of stock to choose from. While they'd been in there, a man had appeared holding a handgun. He had a woman and child with him and the look of a person at the very limit of his ability to cope. They'd backed away without a word and, after that, had kept close together in case they ran into anyone else.

      Others had done what the government had said and were staying in their houses and apartments. After a time, it became easy to tell which homes contained the living and which were tombs. Solly found their faith in their government both touching and a little sad. He couldn't imagine how a functional administration could have survived the dying, and so these folks would be faced with the choice of either obeying their orders and starving to death or taking matters into their own hands. They should certainly disguise themselves better, Solly thought; if he could spot which places were occupied, then others with worse intentions could.

      Of course, they'd move a lot faster in a car, but only on a navigable road and so the plan was to wait until they were on the outskirts of the city and then find a vehicle. So, this first part was likely to be the worst, as they crawled like ants through the wreckage.

      Solly pulled the hood of his coat down around his face and tightened his scarf against the icy wind. Snow began to fall gently, and he exchanged a resigned glance with Janice who was trudging along beside him. The further they went, the more like a parking lot the road became. Occasionally, they'd catch a glimpse of something horrific lurking within a vehicle, so they kept their gaze firmly on their feet or on the horizon. They'd scavenged cars for weapons, but as soon as they'd found a couple of pistols tucked inside gloveboxes they'd stopped looking, though Solly had stuck with the Ruger revolver that had once been Mona's. Abandoned cars didn't contain weapons, they'd discovered, so they targeted those with bodies inside and there was only so much of that any human being could bear. Despite the cold weather, the dead were beginning to smell.

      "We're nearly there," Solly called as he spotted a little park with a statue of George Washington. The road ran under a red steel archway that read Williamsburg Bridge before crossing the river, but Solly led them to the walkway on the right. It would be good to get away from the cars for a while.

      They took shelter beneath the flyover and ate a little food. They'd stuffed as many energy bars into their packs as they could fit, but Solly reckoned their diet would get boring pretty quickly. He patted his stomach and contemplated the inches he was going to lose. He'd be a new man by the time he reached Bella. Maybe she'd see him differently. As he felt dark thoughts begin to coalesce, he shook his head, got up and led them onto the pedestrian lane.

      The wind sang in the ironwork of the bridge. Thankfully, the snow had come to nothing, but Solly was grateful for the Arctic-grade coat he'd liberated. His stomach tightened as he walked out over the river, fighting against the gale that was whipping along it. He gazed out at the tower blocks of lower Manhattan on the other bank. There lay the Empire State Building, standing proud in the silent city. He wondered how many dead were inside that monument. From here, the vista looked like a graveyard.

      At the end of the bridge, they descended into streets lined with brown brick buildings and graffiti-laden walls. Solly stopped them for a moment as he spotted movement. They waited, but there was no sign that they'd been seen, so they moved on, returning to the main road and using the stranded vehicles as shelter. He'd never appreciated just how vast New York was—they'd been walking for hours and yet the greater part of the journey out of town was still to come.

      "Hey!"

      Solly swung around to face the caller, pulling the revolver from his pocket.

      A man was striding toward them with his hands held high. In one of them he held what looked like a rifle. Solly could see movement behind him as others appeared from around and behind vehicles.

      "I'm not after a fight," he called. "The name's Fisher, Pastor John Fisher. Welcome to the end of days, my friends."

      The man laid his weapon down on the roof of a car and moved toward them with his arms open in greeting.

      Janice pushed past Solly and embraced Fisher. He was a tall man of late middle age, his head topped with a woolly hat framed with short gray hair. Piercing blue eyes sat above an aquiline nose and he was clean shaven. Solly rubbed his stubble before extending a gloved hand.

      "You are truly blessed," he said as he shook. "For you are the chosen ones. You have survived the great cull and are selected to prepare the way for the rebirth into paradise. Come, we have a place where you will be safe. We are few, and you are welcome."

      There was no question of refusing the offer. There must have been a dozen people with him, all men, all armed and all smiling as they greeted the three wanderers. "Our women are safe," one said in response to Solly's question. "They, and the children, are protected as we forage."

      Neither Janice nor Ross shared Solly's unaccountable reluctance to go with them. It was as if Janice had come to life as soon as she'd met Fisher, her face was alight with excitement and relief. Solly had no doubt that she, at least, would remain here when he moved on tomorrow.

      Solly learned that they'd set themselves up in the Mayflower Theater. There were only two entrances and the dressing rooms had been turned into bedrooms for the women and children, with the men sleeping communally in the bar. Two armed figures slipped out from the shadows as they climbed the short flight of steps. "Rejoice," Fisher said. "We have found more lambs spared by God's mercy."

      One of the men wore a camouflaged uniform and a balaclava. He nodded to someone Solly couldn't see and the door of the theater swung open as another uniformed figure pushed against it.

      "Come, you must have something warm to drink and eat," Fisher said as he strode toward the restaurant. A deliciously tangy smell of spicy food floated out of the large room as Fisher pushed open the door.

      It was mainly empty inside but a group of around twenty women and as many children sat at tables in the center.

      "You have arrived at an opportune time. We were about to return for our evening meal when we spotted you. Sit now and break bread with us."

      While the pastor had been a welcome sight at first, there was something about the man that was starting to give Solly the creeps. Solly wore his religion pretty loosely, but it wasn't any conflict with his beliefs that was bothering him. He couldn't put his finger on it. Maybe the events of the past few days had left him suspicious of everyone.

      Solly gestured around at the lights and the steaming food. "Where are you getting power from?"

      "The theater has a generator. One of our tasks is to drain the vehicles of their gas—easier said than done—but we will soon have to find a more dependable source. That's why we are so welcoming of newcomers. Extra hands, Mr. Masters."

      Fisher had guided Janice to a place at an empty table, and he gestured to Solly to sit next to her. "Tonight, you shall eat together," he said, "though it is our custom that women eat separately."

      "Why?" Solly asked. He could see Janice's face tighten as he did so.

      "In these dangerous times, the company of men is not necessarily pleasant, my friend," he said. "Each day, we must see and do things that, just a short time ago, we would have found impossible to comprehend. The men need time to themselves to... unburden." He sat down on the opposite side of the table.

      Janice nodded at these words as if they made perfect sense. Frankly, Solly decided, they probably did. New rules for a new world.

      A woman approached with a tray that held three bowls of soup and placed one in front of each of them. She made no eye contact, but merely bowed and retreated again.

      "This is General O'Dowd," Fisher said as a large man in battle dress appeared and took off his cap to reveal a bald head. O'Dowd was nearer sixty than fifty but could still snap off a brisk salute. And if he's a general, Solly thought, then I'm a monkey's uncle.

      Solly took the man's hand, but O'Dowd turned immediately to Fisher. "Mission successful, sir," he said.

      "Good," Fisher responded. "We can discuss the detail later. Make sure that all is secure while I chat with our new friends."

      As the big man turned and left, followed by two uniformed cronies, the warning bells in Solly's mind only got louder. Still, there was nothing he could definitely point to. He'd been allowed to keep his weapon, though the one Ross carried had been confiscated, and the soup was delicious, but there was something about this that felt disturbing.

      After the meal, Solly and Ross were led to the bar where they were given a spot on the floor to roll out their sleeping bags and leave their gear. Janice went below to the dressing rooms and, after half an hour, they met her in the auditorium. "It's lovely," she said. "I've got a room to myself, though they said I'd have to share eventually. How nice of them to give me time to settle down."

      Solly grunted and was rewarded with a nudge in the ribs from Ross. "What's the problem? Seems to me we've gotten lucky. We've got food and somewhere to sleep safe tonight. That's what we wanted, wasn't it?"

      "And tomorrow? Are you coming with me?"

      Ross gave a noncommittal shrug. Janice ignored the question entirely. He didn't blame her. She'd gone from almost being torn apart to having her own bedroom in a safe place surrounded by other women. Maybe he was being cynical. Maybe good things could still happen.

      As they'd been talking, others had come in and sat in the theater seats. They were all bunched together in the front rows so, from a certain angle, it looked as though it was a full auditorium. It was a pretense, but a nice one, even if just for a few moments.

      "People of Arda," Fisher said. He was standing behind a podium that looked as though it had been dragged from the orchestra pit. "Today has been a good day. It has been less than a week since Judgement Night and already our numbers have swelled to almost one hundred. We are truly blessed to have found one another, and I know, as I look at your faces, that you share with me the earnest desire to do God's work and prepare our city for what is coming."

      Solly listened to the man speak, nodding when others nodded and clapping when others applauded, but the sense of disquiet was only growing, not dissipating. Around him, however, he could see nothing but joyous acclamation, though he'd have estimated the audience at closer to fifty than a hundred. Perhaps some were still out on patrol.

      Fisher spoke for an hour. He talked of the wickedness of the old world and the cleansing that this had brought upon humanity. He talked of a new world where goodness and compassion were the rule rather than the exception. And he talked of the middle world, the world of now, that they must survive and craft in order to bring about the kingdom of peace.

      In truth, his speech wasn't so very different from others he'd heard from the more radical preachers of all religions. The difference being that he wasn't warning of what was to come if the congregation didn't turn from their current path, he was promising a new world out of the ashes of a very real apocalypse. And maybe he was right, maybe he was exactly what the world needed.

      The beer flowed freely that night in the men's bar and Solly gave little thought to wider matters. Tomorrow could take care of itself. Most of the men seemed pretty normal, though one or two kept to themselves. Solly spotted one man who sat in the shadows nursing a glass, but barely sipping from it. His face was drawn, as if in exhaustion or grief, and he occasionally looked up. Once, he caught Solly's eye and nodded. He put two hands together as if in prayer and then brought them around to the side of his head, miming going to sleep. Was he suggesting Solly should sleep, or that he wanted to? In either case, who cares?

      He watched the man get into his sleeping bag before climbing into his own, struggling to stay awake as the last stragglers settled themselves down. He'd dropped off when a hand clasped down on his mouth and a hoarse voice whispered, "If you love your woman, get her out of here tonight."

      The hand was withdrawn and Solly could see the faint outline of the sober man's face. "Why?" he whispered.

      The man looked left and right before bringing his mouth down to Solly's right ear. "This is a cult, no woman is safe," he said, before slipping back to his sleeping bag.
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      Belle found Nathan Woods sitting up in bed as she brought him a tray of food and a steaming cup of coffee.

      "Morning soldier," she said. "How are you feeling today?"

      Funny how a smile can transform a face. And Private Woods ("Tiger" to her father and the children) was the sort of man who smiled often. It was like the sun appearing from behind a cloud.

      "I'm doing fine, thanks ma'am."

      Bella hated being addressed that way. She wasn't his mother. There was no more than ten or eleven years between them, after all.

      "Well, you enjoy your breakfast and come down when you're ready."

      "I will, thank you again. I plan on making myself useful today. Been a burden for too long."

      She straightened up and headed for the door. "See how strong you feel later. We've got everything covered for now."

      Well, that was a barefaced lie right there. Nathan was now eating the last of the bread—and she'd been forced to scrape the mold off that before toasting it—and the generator was down to its last few gallons. They only ran it at specific times of the day, but she wasn't going to be able to avoid a supply run for much longer.

      A week had passed since the night when everything changed. Nathan had spent the first two days asleep with Al sitting at his bedside constantly. Her father seemed to have focused all his energy on the young man and had been on hand each time he'd awoken to encourage him to drink.

      It was the fourth day when he finally returned to full consciousness and then they had the pain to deal with. The bullet had smashed the Bones implant, and this seemed to have driven splinters into his shoulder-blade that they could do nothing about other than to exhaust their supply of pain relief. Another reason they needed to go out for supplies. His left arm was practically useless, and she knew he found it intensely frustrating. He saw it as his duty to recover enough to report to the National Guard HQ in Seattle, but there was no question of his leaving them any time soon.

      "How's the soldier?" Al asked as she came back into the kitchen.

      "He's looking better. More color in his cheeks. He'll want to start helping out today, I reckon."

      The old man smiled. "I reckon you're right, and we could do with another pair of hands."

      "One hand," Bella corrected. "And we mustn't let him overdo it. What's the latest on the generator?"

      Al shook his head, "No more than a gallon in the tank."

      "And the batteries?"

      "Close to full. I'm about to turn the thing off."

      Solly hadn't seen the need for a generator but, once he'd been persuaded, he'd decided that they should also install a set of fast-charging lithium batteries so that, in the event of a power cut, they could run the generator to charge the batteries and then use them to power the house. That way, the generator would only have to run for a few hours a day. Not everything in the house could be powered by batteries, but it meant they could have the lights on as needed (though with drapes drawn after dark) and check the TV and radio channels for any broadcasts. The generator was run in the morning to heat up the house and water tank. It also powered the stove, microwave and toaster so all cooking was done before noon. Excess power was channeled into the battery array. It was a clever system, but then Solly was a clever man.

      She missed him. Oddly enough, she'd hardly given him a second thought when he was working in New York and the world was still turning, but since that night, since hearing his voice, she'd wanted nothing more than to see him again. She knew that the chances were slim to say the least, but she clung to the hope that he was alive. He would come for them, if not for her sake then certainly for the children. For all his faults, he loved his kids.

      And what would he have to say to her about them? It had been her choice to take them along when she went for her father. If she'd left them at home, they wouldn't have witnessed the horrors of the road. Maddie wouldn't have been attacked by that man at the gas station and neither would have witnessed their mother becoming a killer.

      She'd tried talking to them about it, but Maddie had retreated into her books and Jacob was pretending he was fine.

      "Finished," Jake said as he and Maddie came into the kitchen and sat down beside Al.

      "What's the verdict?" Bella asked, taking the clipboard from Maddie.

      "We can get by for a couple more days, but we're nearly out of food," Maddie said.

      They'd been conducting an inventory of the house provisions and had created a shopping list for the expedition they all knew had to come soon. Their focus had been on getting through the first days and making sure Nathan survived. Now they had to look a little further into the future.

      It had been pretty quiet outside over the past week. They'd had some visitors, though in most cases they were strangers simply making their way along the road and checking each place they passed in case it contained supplies they could raid. Bella's house was surrounded by six-foot-high brick walls with iron railings on top which was more than enough to put casual intruders off.

      She knew that, once the softer targets had been emptied, their house would come under more determined attack. They were armed and took turns watching the perimeter from the upstairs bedrooms, but she hated the idea that they'd become prisoners in their own home. Better that than out on the streets, though.

      Her plan was to drive to the nearby Walmart. It seemed ridiculous since it was such an obvious target but judging by how few people remained and how huge their stock levels were, she reckoned she could at least scavenge enough for her needs from the detritus left by looters. All she cared about right now was getting out and back with a week's supplies in the trunk.

      "Right, well, I suppose it'd better be today," Bella said as she scanned the list, mentally removing the items like marshmallows and soda that might be considered essentials to a teenager.

      "I'll ride shotgun," Jake said.

      "You will not," Bella snapped.

      "You can't go on your own," Al said. "I'll come with you."

      Bella shook her head. "You need to stay here and protect the house. I'll be okay. Don't worry."

      "Are you crazy, Mom? You need someone to watch your back!" Maddie said.

      "No, I need to know you're safe at home. The last thing I want is to have to worry about your safety as well as my own."

      Bella realized she'd raised her voice and sighed. "Look, I'm sorry. Of course I'd like to have company, but none of you can come."

      As she spoke, she noticed Al's glance turning to the kitchen door. She turned to see Nathan standing there, dressed in the fatigue pants he'd worn when he arrived and a shirt and jacket that had belonged to Solly. They hung loosely on him as if he'd lost twenty pounds. "I'm ready when you are," he said.

      

      Bella inched the car out of the drive and onto the road, then waited to make sure that the batteries had enough power to close the gates behind her. It was the first time she'd been outside the house in a week and it might just as well have been a year. Garbage littered the street as plastic bags floated along, blown by a sharp breeze from the coast.

      The road itself was navigable enough. Most of her neighbors had, it seemed, stayed at home and were presumably still there, dead or alive. But everything changed when she reached the highway.

      "Good god," Nathan muttered. Vehicles lay nose to tail at the junction. It was as if aliens had chosen the rush hour to abduct the whole of humanity, beaming them up and leaving their cars behind where they waited in line.

      "It's okay," Bella said. "All we've got to do is get across the road and along the side for a few hundred yards, then there's a side-street that heads toward Walmart. It's a rat-run everyone around here uses when the highway is busy."

      "I'll see if there's a way through," Nathan said as he climbed out of the car.

      She watched him head off onto the road before returning almost immediately.

      He poked his head through the driver's side window. "No chance," he said. "I'm going to have to move some of them."

      "We'll go another way," she responded. "You can't risk opening your wound up again."

      He shrugged as he straightened up. "We need food," he said. "Wait until I've got a complete path through before you move."

      Nathan walked over to the nearest car, a silver Nissan Saloon, and pulled the passenger door open. He jumped back, hand over his mouth and knelt down behind the car, vomiting his breakfast onto the tarmac.

      After a few moments, he recovered enough to stand up and flip the lid of the trunk. He rummaged around and found a strip of material—a woman's scarf, perhaps—that he wrapped around his mouth and nose. She could see him drawing in a deep breath before plunging his hand over the passenger seat and pulling on the handbrake to disengage it. Beyond him sat a dark shape that didn't move.

      She got out to help him push the vehicle back until it hit the one behind it.

      "You should stay in the car," he said.

      "Give it a rest, Prince Charming," she responded. "I'm not sitting there watching you do all the work, especially not one-handed."

      He stood up and judged the gap they'd made. "You'll get through there," he said. "So, do you want to open the next car up?"

      Desperately, she tried to extricate herself from the logical hole she'd dug.

      "Only kidding. Leave it to me," he said with a smile.

      Some of the cars had been abandoned and these were easy to deal with. The worst moment came when Nathan opened a car containing a mother and her young children. The woman had evidently died first, and the children had followed her hours or days later, trapped inside the vehicle.

      "Nearly done," Nathan said. It had taken an hour to clear a path that almost crossed the road. "I'll get this last one, you bring the car through."

      As she reached the car, a shape stepped out from behind it.

      "Hello little miss." He was an older man in a stetson and sheepskin jacket. He hefted a shotgun against his shoulder. "No need to get antsy. Keep your hands out of your pockets if you don't mind. Now, in the car. Your friend has cleared a path, so let's use it."

      As she stepped toward him, he reached into her pocket and pulled out her handgun. "You smell nice," he said. "Someone's got a working shower, then."

      He, on the other hand, smelled as though he hadn't washed in a week. Rancid sweat tickled her nose as she got into the driver's seat, aware that he had her covered with his shotgun. Nathan was out of sight on the other side of the road, oblivious to the hijacking.

      "Now, let's you and me go do some shopping," her captor said. "The name's Hank. Do as I say and you'll be safe enough. We might even have some fun together."

      Bella didn't need to ask what he meant by that, she could see the hunger in his face.

      She turned on the ignition and set off through the gap they'd created with such effort. Hank ducked down in the passenger seat but kept his gun trained on her. "When I tell you to put your foot down, you do it or I'll blow a hole in you that you ain't gonna fix. Now!"

      Bella stabbed down on the gas and headed for the gap Nathan had just created. He threw himself backwards and she caught a momentary flash of his shocked face as she sped past him. He must think I've abandoned him, she thought.

      "Now, get us to somewhere we can find supplies. Then, maybe, I'll let you go," Hank said as he sat up in the seat.

      Bella had no choice. She drove along the roadside until she could turn onto Creek Road. She imagined Nathan watching her head off into the distance, powerless to follow.

      

      They found utter devastation at the Walmart. It looked as though a large bomb had been set off inside; shattered windows framed in black had flung their glass out onto parking lot. There was no sign of movement.

      Hank had explained, with no small amount of perverse pleasure at being in control of the whole situation, that he'd been sheltering in a small RV at the junction when he'd seen Bella approaching. He'd watched them clear a path and had intended to just follow them since he had also been looking for supplies, but then he'd seen her, and other ideas had occurred to him.

      She parked a hundred yards from the store and they walked in, their shoes crunching over glass fragments and other debris. It was obvious that the store had been engulfed by fire.

      "We ain't gonna find nothin' here," Hank said. "Let's go look elsewhere."

      Bella shook her head. "We should look, at least. If everyone thinks it's all burned out, they might not have checked. There'll be a stock room, maybe that escaped the fire."

      "Oh, you're a clever one, that's for sure," Hank said, giving her a poke of his shotgun as if to remind her who was in charge.

      It was a faint enough hope, but if Nathan was going to catch up with them, it would be here. Of course, he didn't know the back-roads to the store, but at least he knew where she had been headed. She only hoped he hadn't concluded she'd abandoned him. Though they'd spent a week together, he'd only been fully conscious for a couple of days.

      It all depended on delaying Hank for as long as possible. There was one obvious way to do this, but she wasn't that desperate. So, they stepped through a broken window and into the dark interior.

      She was no expert in explosives, but it looked as though whatever had smashed the windows had gone off in the checkout area. The fire had started here and spread backwards and out. They only had the natural light coming in through the gaps where the windows had been and the flashlight she'd brought in the car. Hank had seized it and was using it like a searchlight to find any undamaged stock.

      The further back in the store they went, the less the damage, but aside from some occasional tin cans, there was little they could scavenge. It was now entirely dark and Hank was becoming frustrated when the flashlight found the entrance to the stockroom. It was closed.

      The door opened easily which meant it had almost certainly already been forced and the place looted. Sure enough, the flashlight showed that the shelving was mainly empty, with boxes flung across the floor.

      He gave a grunt of frustration.

      "I'm sure we can find something we can use," Bella said, keen to keep him looking.

      Suddenly, he switched off the flashlight and she felt his hands on her. "Oh, I think I've found exactly what I want right here," Hank said.
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      Despite his exhaustion, Solly couldn't get to sleep. The wheels of his mind spun as he lay in his sleeping bag, staring upwards into the black night. The wound on his leg ached. He'd checked beneath the bandage before setting off: the angry red had faded, but a day on his feet seemed to have reopened it a little.

      A cult? Yes, as soon as the mysterious man had said the words, he knew that this was why he had that creeping feeling of discomfort. It felt like a society being built for the benefit of men—and of one man in particular.

      Finally, after what had seemed like an endless night, his mind gave in and he fell asleep only to be woken by Ross seemingly moments later. "Come on, it's breakfast."

      Getting to his feet, Solly rubbed his sore leg and followed the others, Ross at his side. The makeshift canteen was empty except for three or four women who stood behind a long counter. The men were moving along the counter while the women added food items to their plates without, Solly noticed, making eye contact.

      When he got to the end of the counter, Solly looked around to see that the stranger was at the end of a table, with spaces to either side. He'd put his tray down and was just going to sit when the man hissed at him. "Not here. You must not be seen with me. I will find you later!"

      Solly lifted himself back up and made a sideways gesture with his head to Ross and the two of them found spaces at another table.

      The men ate quickly, and Solly was one of the last to finish. As he was getting up, women began filing in from another door. He deliberately slowed down his exit so he could catch a glimpse of Janice. There she was, head down, near the front of a line that moved silently toward the counter. The serving dishes had been swapped for a couple of large pots and Solly watched as oatmeal was ladled into each bowl. No bacon for the women, then. As he made to leave, he turned to look back at Janice. She glanced up momentarily and he saw that her eyes were red and her face wet. She saw him and tears began to flow down her cheeks.

      Solly barely knew her, and yet he understood, in that moment, that he would risk anything to get her out of this place.

      

      On their return to the bar, Solly and Ross were assigned to a cleaning detail that was working its way through the administration offices lining the back of the theater.

      "These are gonna be accommodations," said the supervisor, a Chinese American called Xi. "We're gonna clear out the old furniture and blackout the windows so's no one knows we're in here."

      They stopped outside a closed door. "You're the new guys, so you get to go first."

      "No one's been in here?" Solly said.

      Xi smiled. "You got it. Call it a right of initiation into the brotherhood."

      "I'll go first," he said to Ross and, having sucked in a lungful of fresh air, he turned the handle and opened the door.

      Dust danced in a beam of light that had found its way into the office from between the buildings behind the theater. In the middle of the room sat a tatty desk. No body. Solly breathed out and then sneezed as he drew in the stale air.

      "This one's gonna be a breeze, Sol," Xi said as he surveyed the little room. "I reckon we'll have it done in time for the noon meal."

      In fact, Solly and Ross did all the work. Xi excused himself by claiming that he had to check up on the other offices, but when Solly did catch sight of him, he was standing by the window in an empty room dragging on a cigarette. When he heard the two of them as they carried the desk toward the stairs, he smiled and waved.

      Back at the now empty office, Solly examined the window. It was as old as the building, 1990s at a guess, and it used a simple latch to lock it. "Look out for Xi," he whispered to Ross who was enjoying the view.

      "Why?"

      Solly waved his arm at the door. "Just do it! I'll explain later."

      Ross sloped off and stuck his head through the doorway.

      "Not like that!" Solly hissed. "Just listen out for him!" Oy, kids, he thought.

      He turned back to the latch and carefully lifted it. No problem so far. He did the same with the one on the other side and then gently pushed at the window. It was hinged at the top, so it should have swung out. No joy. He put some weight behind it, but still it wouldn't budge. He wondered how long it had been since that window had been opened. Probably not since air conditioning had been retrofitted. Maybe twenty years?

      Ross coughed and Solly swung around to see him moving away from the door. Xi was coming. Solly slipped the latches back and, as he turned he noticed something just outside. A fire escape landing. He didn't have time to see more, as Xi's smiling face appeared in the doorframe.

      "Ah, you have finished, I see," he said. "Well done.  And it is time for our noontime communion. A good first morning. The pastor will be pleased."

      Solly left the room with one final glance back at the window, his tired mind grinding through the gears as he worked on an escape plan.

      Xi stopped them at the bottom of the flight of metal steps that led to the canteen. "What's happened here?" he was pointing at a bright white pool of liquid at the foot of the stairs. As Solly reached the bottom, he could see a paint pot on its side. Xi looked up at him.

      "Will you clean this up? I have important matters to discuss with the pastor."

      Solly sighed inwardly and gestured to Ross as Xi made a swift exit. "Come on, let's find some rags."

      "I knew he'd get you to clean it up." The stranger from the night before appeared out of the shadows from beneath the steps. "Lazy, like so many of our so-called leaders."

      Once he'd drawn breath after the initial shock, Solly held out his hand. "I'm Solly, and this is Ross."

      "Francesco," he replied. "We do not have long."

      "What's going on?"

      Francesco went over to the door, opened it a fraction and listened. Satisfied they were not being overheard, he took them as far away from the door as possible. "The man who calls himself Fisher, he is a fraud. He wants to set up his own Gilead. He's a predator and you must get away."

      "He calls himself Fisher? Isn't that his name?"

      Francesco shook his head. "No. I don't know what he was called before, but he is no man of God. He's a businessman. Owns half of Manhattan if his bragging is true. Not that I'm supposed to know. Wrong place, wrong time. The so-called General who runs his militia, he knows the truth. Ran his security. "

      "Well, now he's figured that the real currency isn't money, it's people. Especially women," Francesco continued.

      "He's planning to repopulate the city?" Solly said, not bothering to hide his incredulity.

      Francesco gave a grim smile. "That is what he tells others, but the truth is he uses the women to keep his men in line. Some, like my wife, he holds as hostages. Others, he hands out among those animals as rewards for good behavior."

      "Where's your wife now?"

      "Gone. Escaped, maybe. Killed, probably."

      Solly grasped his hand again. "I'm so sorry."

      "You must get away and soon. Once they recruit you into the militia, it will become very hard for you to get to your woman and son."

      For a moment, Solly didn't understand what the man was saying.

      "I'm not his son," Ross said. "We're going to Texas together. My gramma lives there."

      "And she's not ‘my woman,’" Solly added.

      Ross swung on him. "So, we're just going to leave her here? You can't be serious!"

      Solly grabbed him by the arms. "Quiet down! No, we're not going to leave her behind, but we need level heads. Can I rely on you, Ross?"

      The boy nodded, his anger fading as quickly as it had arrived.

      "Whatever you're going to do, do it tonight," Francesco said. "If she hasn't already had Fisher's slimy hands all over her, he'll certainly visit her once you're all asleep. Now, I must go or I'll be missed. They know I'm a trouble maker, but while people are in short supply, they tolerate me. If they catch me, though..." He ran his finger across his throat and then turned to go.

      "Tell me one more thing," Solly said. "Does anyone know what happened? Why did everyone die? Terrorists?"

      Francesco paused with his hand on the door. "Ask Fisher and he'll tell you it was God's retribution. Me, I think it was this." He tapped the BonesWare on his wrist, checked that there was no one near the door, and slipped away.

      

      It was after one in the morning by the time the last of the men went to bed, and Solly gave it another hour before sliding out of his bag and feeling his way over to Ross. He'd moved his pack into a corner of the room and had been quietly transferring his stuff into it. The sleeping bag, however, would have to stay. Ross jumped as Solly put his hand over his mouth but, as he came around, Solly could feel him nodding his understanding and they crept out of the room, packs in hand.

      The two of them sneaked along corridors lit by only the occasional red emergency light toward the auditorium. The changing rooms, where the women were housed, would be behind the stage, Solly hoped, though he didn't know how they were going to work out which was Janice's. Once they'd found her, and persuaded her to come, they'd then have to find their way back to the stairwell with the spilled paint, up to the office and out through the window. As panic began to well in his stomach, Solly forced his mind to concentrate on finding her first. One thing at a time.

      Solly pushed the door of the auditorium open, wincing as it squeaked. It was a black emptiness. He could hear Ross fiddling with his flashlight. "No. Hold onto my hand and we'll go single file."

      He felt his way down the central aisle and toward the stage. Every moment he expected to feel its hard edge on his outstretched hand, but when it finally came he let out a muffled yelp as his fingers bent back under his momentum. After a second to recover, he moved along the stage front until he reached the steps at their side. He pulled Ross up after him. He thought the boy's hand was shaking, and then realized he was too.

      Thick velvet drapes lined the edge of the stage and, as he pulled them apart, he shrunk back from the sudden light. He grabbed his gun and stepped away, but it wasn't coming from an approaching guard; it looked as though the backstage area was lit.

      He gestured to Ross to follow him. No sign of any movement. They passed stage paraphernalia piled in corners as if ready for the next show and then they found a row of white dressing room doors.

      Solly guessed that she would be in either the first room or the last in the row. It seemed to him that the leaders would want their victim to be as far from where people gathered as possible. The furthest room from the stage, then.

      Lifting his gun, Solly nodded to Ross and they moved silently along the row until they stood outside the last door. Solly pressed his ear to it and then, to his horror, he heard voices. Not in the room, but approaching the backstage area. Ross had also heard them and he pulled on Solly's arm. They ran back along the row and disappeared around the corner just as Fisher and “General” O'Dowd appeared at the other end.

      Solly could tell they were drunk from here.

      "No, Jack, give me one more try, then you can have her. If she doesn't play ball, I'll have to get nasty."

      O'Dowd chuckled. "Don't you go ruinin' that sweet meat for the rest of us, Bobby."

      "The rest of who?" Fisher said. "You want her as much as I do. Nice and fine. Coffee skin, curly hair, couldn't be better. When you've had her, you won't want any of your men getting their dirty hands on her pretty behind."

      Solly felt white hot rage threatening to overwhelm him.

      "Now then, Bobby, don't go gettin' selfish. You're a pastor now, after all."

      The voice of Fisher turned cold. "And I'm your boss, Jack. Don't you forget it."

      There was silence for a moment. "Okay, boss. You help yourself tonight. I'm too tuckered anyway. See you in the mornin'." His voice was conciliatory, but Solly detected a hint of resentment as the booted feet retreated.

      He risked a peep around the corner and was just in time to see Fisher open the door and, with an evil smile, walk into the room.

      Solly used the energy of his rage to fuel him as he ran along the row of doors, followed by Ross. He put his ear to the door but could hear nothing other than a muffled sound and the noise of steps on the floor.

      He raised his gun and threw the door open. Fisher stood, in the act of undoing his belt, facing Janice who lay on the bed, her hands tied behind her back and her mouth gagged.

      "Say a word and I'll shoot!" Solly hissed as the predator whirled around. "See to Janice," he added to Ross.

      Ross pushed past Fisher and pulled a hunting knife from his pack to slice through her bonds. She wrapped her arms around him, tears falling down her cheeks as she gazed at Solly, her expression a mixture of fear and relief.

      "Now what do you intend to do?" Fisher said. He was putting on a brave performance, Solly thought, but all the color had drained from his face. "If you shoot me, every man in the building will be upon you in minutes."

      "Tie him up and gag him," Solly said to Ross.

      He watched as Ross used the gaffer tape he'd cut from around Janice's wrist to secure Fisher. Janice tore off his tie and shoved it in his mouth before sealing it with a final piece of tape. Ross then removed the man's shoelaces and used them to tie his feet together.

      "That'll have to do," Solly said.

      "But he'll send them after us!" Janice spat. "We'll never get away if we leave him alive. Do you know what he tried to do to me last night? Do you?"

      Solly stepped forward to reassure her, but as he did so, Fisher hopped toward the door. In a blur of movement, Janice grabbed him. Solly saw steel flashing. He pushed Fisher, but the man's face contorted in agony and he dropped to the floor.

      "Come on!" Solly hissed as Janice brought the knife up again and stood over the prone man. "Come on! You're not a killer. Don't have this on your conscience. We've done enough. Let's go."

      Solly shrunk from the hatred in her eyes as she looked at him.

      "Give me the knife back," Ross said, calmly. In an instant, Janice relaxed, deflated and handed the weapon to Ross.

      Taking one look back at Fisher, Solly could see red spreading like spilled ink through his dark trousers. She'd missed his heart, but had, perhaps, still dealt a fatal blow.

      He pulled the door shut and set off after them. As they ran through the darkness, they waited for the cry to go up.
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      Solly's heart was pounding as he ran up the metal stairway toward the office that he and Ross had cleared the previous morning. He could see nothing in the darkness, but he knew he needed to go up two flights, so he used the handrail and trusted to luck that he wouldn't trip and fall. He could hear Janice on the steps behind him, moving as quietly and quickly as the others toward their only hope of escape.

      They'd almost reached the top of the second flight when they heard the door below swing open and the sound of pursuing voices. Panic ripped through Solly's gut as he held the landing door open and ushered the others through.

      "Hurry!" he hissed. "You know where the office is, see if you can smash the window."

      Ross led Janice away, using the faint light coming in through the outer windows to guide him, and Solly opened the stairway door a fraction. He could hear hurrying steps. Time to give them something to think about. They clearly knew the direction Solly and the others were heading in, so there was no sense in trying to hide or sneak around. He pulled Mona's revolver from his pocket and pointed it over the rail and into the darkness below before pulling the trigger.

      A cry went up as the report ricocheted around the stairwell and Solly slammed the door shut before running blindly through the darkness toward where he thought the office was. A hand grabbed him, and he was about to strike out when Janice called, "In here!"

      He could see Ross outlined in the moonlight. The window was still shut. "Stand back," Solly called. He brought his gun to bear and the window exploded outwards. "Come on, but mind the glass."

      Solly pulled the largest remaining fragments from the frame to create a safe route for them to get out, one leg at a time, onto the metal framed fire escape outside. If only he'd had time to spot where the outer door was, they could have been away by now. Janice was the last one out, and she'd just reached the top of the flight of steps down when they heard voices above them.

      "It's this one! They've gotten away!"

      Shots rang out, bullets bouncing from the railings. Their pursuers were shooting blindly, and it would be sheer bad luck if any found a target. But then, luck had been in short supply lately.

      As they neared the bottom, they felt the vibration of many feet on the steps above and knew the hunt was up.

      They emerged onto a narrow street and paused for a moment to catch their breath. "We need to head toward the tunnel," Solly said. To the right, he could see nothing but the black shapes of blocks rising out of the darkness. To the left, the sky was more open. "I guess the river's that way," he said. It stood to reason, but it was still little more than a guess.

      They crossed the little road and ran alongside what looked like a space for sports, probably basketball, surrounded by a chain-link fence. Keeping low, Solly led them along it as quickly as they could manage. Janice hadn't had time to put on her walking boots, so she was running in the light sneakers she'd been given. She'd found a dressing gown, but otherwise was dressed for sleep, not a nighttime escape in winter.

      Cries broke the silence. Cries of discovery or frustration? Solly couldn't tell. They were at a massive intersection and it was too dark to read any of the signs. He felt the breeze on his face, tasted the rain in the air and, scanning the skyline, picked the direction with the fewest tall buildings, knowing that he might be leading them entirely astray. Calls from behind drove him to decide.

      He could hear Janice shivering beside him. "Here," he said as he took off his coat and gave it to her.

      "Let's go," he said, and he led them across the wide open space toward the shelter of the buildings opposite.

      They'd just crossed the road when a shot rang out. Close. Too close. They ran along shop fronts before crossing a small road to hear, of all things, the rustling of trees in the breeze. "It's here!" Ross called. He was ahead of the adults and was standing at an intersection pointing up at a sign.

      Solly squinted, suddenly jealous of Ross's youthful night vision.

      "It says Holland Tunnel," he said, gesturing up at the others as if they were blind.

      Then, as they were about to cross the road, a cry went up. They'd been discovered. "You two, run toward the tunnel. Find some cover near the entrance; you don't want to be going inside tonight—we don't know what's in there."

      "What are you going to do?" Janice asked as Ross hurried over the road.

      Solly patted her arm and then pushed her away. "I'm going to wait here and see who's following us."

      She planted a quick kiss on his cheek and ran off. Solly felt welcome warmth course through his body as he selected a place to watch and wait. He darted back the way he'd come to the little park and hid behind the last tree.

      He didn't have to wait long, just long enough to wonder how many bullets he had left in the cylinder. Mona had used one, and he'd used two, hadn't he? Or was it three? And what if the gun hadn't been fully loaded in the first place? No time to check now as he heard footsteps on the street.

      He didn't recognize either of the voices. Good, if they were being sent out in pairs then they hadn't had eyes on their quarry for a while and were fanning out like a net. He couldn't just shoot them —partly because that would bring the whole search party down on them in minutes, but also because, despite the experiences of the past week, Solly was no more of a cold-blooded murderer now than he had been before the world fell apart.

      But he had to do something. He sneaked further into the park, keeping his eyes on the pursuers, and then picked up a fallen branch and smashed it against a tree. They swung around and immediately ran in his direction. Solly bolted along the road that ran parallel to where he'd sent Ross and Janice—there was no sense in shaking off his hunters only to also lose his way back to his friends.

      He could hear them calling behind him with crackles cutting in between their words. Dammit, they have radios! The whole pack of them would be on top of him any time now. He darted into a block entrance and pushed at the door. It opened, and he went inside, immediately tripping over debris that littered the floor. He groped around in the darkness until his fingers wrapped around a smooth, stick-like object that he instantly recognized. He was no sportsman, but he knew a baseball bat when he felt it.

      Solly got back to his feet and then froze as he heard voices.

      "I saw him, I tell you. Came in here. Probably trying to find a way out back right now. But, I mean, what sort of moron hides out in a baseball museum?"

      "Well, I ain't going in. Best to wait here till the boss arrives."

      "Idiot! The boss is laid out. Might not make it from what I hear. O'Dowd's in charge."

      The other speaker made a disapproving noise. Solly sighed. These guys didn't seem to be villains and he bore no grudge against them, but if he didn't act now, he'd never get away.

      He picked up some fallen object and lobbed it further into the store.

      "He's there!" One of them said, and he heard movement.

      Solly crept back toward the door. They'd fallen for the oldest trick in the book. Or had they?

      "Put it down," said a voice he recognized as one of the speakers. So, only his friend had taken the bait.

      The man held a knife in one hand and a handgun in the other.

      Without thinking, Solly swung the bat. It fizzed through the air, but his opponent ducked just in time and slashed upwards with his knife. Solly felt the breeze as the blade narrowly missed his face.

      "We been told to bring you in alive, but I reckon the boss'd settle for dead if I shot you by accident," he said, before looking beyond Solly and calling out, "Hey Rossi, he's here."

      The instant the man's gaze had left him, Solly leaped, swinging the bat with all his strength. With a crack, it caught the man's wrist and he fell to the floor with a cry of anger and pain. A shot passed Solly's ear from within the store and smashed the glass of the doorway.

      He ran out of the entrance and accelerated into the dark streets just as the other man reached them. He disappeared into the night, imagining running footsteps all around.

      

      Crossing the road, he retraced his steps to where he'd separated from Janice and Ross. He waited in the shadows, his ears straining for any noise at all. Nothing. New York slept. It was just after 3 a.m., so there were still several hours to go before dawn. If the others had followed his instructions, they'd have found somewhere near the tunnel entrance to hide until daylight. That meant there was every chance he'd miss them, so his safest bet was to wait near here, looking out for anyone following them. With any luck, he'd made them think he was heading into the heart of the city, but he'd learned not to trust chance.

      He took up station behind the tree he'd used to ambush his pursuers earlier. Hunkering down, he wrapped his arms around himself against the cold and rummaged in his pack for an energy bar and a sweatshirt. He began to breathe more easily as the minutes ticked by and his body warmed a little. His mind began to drift. Did he kill that man or just wound him? It was all very well being logical—kill or be killed—but he was no assassin, he was Solly Masters, unemployed app developer whose only previous experience of violence had been playing Call of Duty on his Xbox.

      What have I become these past seven days?

      He thought of Janice and Ross hiding somewhere out there. Then his mind flitted to Bella, Maddie and Jake back in Texas.

      What had he become? What he needed to be.

      

      He drew in a panicked breath as he woke. A sunbeam was glinting off one of the buildings. He'd been asleep for hours. Jumping up, he looked around the little park. Nothing was moving, though he sensed that the survivors of New York would soon be out scavenging. Solly stooped to pick up a piece of paper that had fluttered down as he'd stood.

      "Get out of NY now. I will distract. F."

      Good gracious, Francesco had found him asleep and, presumably, run into the city taking the hunters with him. What if it had been anyone else? How long ago? He ignored the elevated vitals and red flashing warnings on his BonesWare and checked the time. It was now after nine. If they'd had any sense, Janice and Ross would have gotten through the tunnel and be out the other side by now.

      He scrunched up the note and put it in his pocket. Hauling the pack onto his back, he slipped across the road and climbed the low wall that separated the tunnel lanes from the other traffic.

      He'd seen gridlock everywhere, but nothing like this. Cars were nose to tail in every direction and he was forced to pick his way through them, keeping his eyes away from the windows for fear of what he might see inside.

      The entrance to the tunnel was only a few hundred yards on, but it was half an hour before he saw its rectangular concrete entrance looming in front of him. He pulled his weapon from a pocket and popped the cylinder out. Three rounds left and none to replace them. He only had one option, so he found the first occupied car, a big SUV, drew in a deep breath and pulled open the door.

      He reached in and opened the glovebox. Nothing. No great surprise, but he'd hoped to strike lucky first time.

      "Solly!"

      He snapped up, banging his head on the roof and spun backwards. Ross was getting out of the back seat of the car.

      "What the hell were you doing in there?" Solly said, embracing the boy.

      Janice had climbed out and stood behind him. "We figured we'd hide where no one else would think to look. Seems we were wrong."

      "You've been in this car with... him," Solly said, gesturing at the deceased occupant of the driver's seat, "for hours?"

      "I opened the trunk a tiny bit, so we could breathe," Ross replied.

      Solly gestured at the tunnel. "Well, I'm sure glad to find you. But we need some more weapons before we go in there."

      "I reckon you won't find anything in these ones," Janice said. "Maybe we'll find some in the tunnel."

      Ross raised a flashlight. "I do have this, though. Found it in the trunk. Didn't dare turn it on, but figured we could use it in the tunnel, once we're well inside."

      "Well done," Solly said as he headed toward the walkway and into the blackness of the tunnel.

      It stank inside. The ventilation system had failed with the power supply, and, though the engines of the vehicles had long since died with their occupants, there was an altogether more odious smell to the place. Solly didn't know whether the air would be breathable further along, but they had little choice. Going back was not an option.

      They'd gone no more than a hundred and fifty yards inside when Ross vomited.

      "I gotta get out!" he said as he leaned over the rail and hurled out his guts.

      Maybe he was right. The tunnel was almost two miles long and it'd take them at least half an hour to get through, assuming they didn't succumb to the poisonous-smelling air along the way. Janice was also looking back to the entrance hopefully.

      And then something dropped across the opening before remaining there, silhouetted against the light and jerking fitfully. As Solly's dark-adjusted eyes came into focus, he could see that it was a man, hanging by the neck, his feet kicking until, finally, he convulsed and went still. Ice poured through Solly's guts.

      A voice echoed down the tunnel. "Come out, come out, wherever you are!"

      It was O'Dowd.

      "You see what happens to traitors?" the voice said. "Thanks for dropping the note, Masters, or we might never have known how you'd a'gotten away."

      Solly reflexively stuck his hand in his pocket. The note had gone. He'd condemned his friend. The vomit rose in his throat and it was all he could do to keep it down.

      "Now, you come out, all of you, and I'll be merciful, I promise. We're one pair of hands down, so you can make amends, do your penance, and rejoin us. Or you can die in there. There ain't no way you can get through. Come back and receive our forgiveness."

      Solly could just see O'Dowd standing in the tunnel entrance, a shotgun raised to his shoulder. He knew well enough that the man was lying—he'd pretty soon give Solly the same treatment he'd given poor Francesco. As for Janice...

      She touched his shoulder and he turned to see that she'd drawn the hood of the coat he'd given her around her head, pulling the zip over the nose and mouth. She helped Ross take off his sweater and wrap it around his face, leaving only his eyes exposed.

      "He doesn't know for sure we're here," she whispered.

      "But he's probably right—we can't get through, the air's too bad."

      She gave a little shrug. "I'd rather suffocate than go back to him. We both know what he'd do with us."

      Solly pulled a shirt from his pack and twisted it into a scarf as O'Dowd continued to taunt them.

      "Don't make me come in there after you," he crooned. "Come back and experience forgiveness. You don't want to die, do you? There's no way out alive but back to me."

      Solly took one final look at the figure hanging in the entrance as it swung slowly in the wind, said a silent prayer and jogged into the darkness.
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      Despite all he'd been through, that journey through the tunnel was more horrific than any of it. Every fiber of his being implored him to run as quickly as he could along the walkway, but the path was not clear, and they dared not turn on the flashlight for fear of alerting O'Dowd. So, they stumbled through the stinking darkness, feeling their way with their feet, praying they wouldn't step in anything decomposing on the concrete.

      Rats scurried in the darkness and their panicked minds invented ghosts and zombies shuffling all around them. Every now and again, they'd hear what sounded like a car door opening or something falling from the back of a truck, but they saw nothing in that blind blanketing blackness. Solly began to wonder whether the stink had poisoned his mind and robbed him of sight, but Ross was the worst affected of the three of them. Almost as soon as the entrance had disappeared behind them, he'd cried out, begging them to wait, crying in the darkness. Janice had comforted him as best she could but, in the end, she and Solly had been forced to practically drag him along until he'd recovered a little and would move forward under his own power.

      The all-pervading stink got worse the further they went. Solly could taste it in his throat; a kind of caustic ammonia-laden miasma. He fought back the impulse to cough at every breath. As they picked their way along the path, Solly kept scanning up ahead, hoping desperately to see the end of the tunnel. It was now mid-morning in the world outside, and he yearned to have the sky above him, however cold or wet it might be on the other side of the tunnel.

      His BonesWare provided the only light they dared use. It showed they'd been inside for nearly an hour when Ross's muffled cry went up. "Light!"

      A tiny glint could be seen in the distance. It looked entirely the wrong shape, but they hastened toward it like beggars in a soup kitchen line. The closer they got to it, the easier it was to find a path between the bodies and the debris. A gentle breeze blew fresh air into their grateful lungs as they ran the last hundred yards.

      A truck lay across the entrance, blocking it completely. It looked as though the driver had tried to reverse out of the tunnel but had become totally stuck. Behind it, vehicles lined up in the open air. Solly, Janice and Ross ran out of the walkway and into a gray morning that felt as welcome as the first spring day after a long, hard winter.

      Solly tore off his scarf and tossed it away. They jogged up the cutting that led to the tunnel and, as they reached the top, emerged at street level.

      "Where are we?" Ross said.

      "New Jersey."

      Ross looked back at the tunnel entrance behind them. "Will they come after us?"

      "I seriously doubt it," Solly said. "Would you go through all that for three fugitives? There are easier pickings on their side."

      Janice came to stand beside them. "Where now?"

      "We stay on this road out of town, then we find a car. For now, though, I think we deserve a rest and you, at least, need to find some clothes."

      He smiled at her as she stood wrapped in his coat. Her skin and clothes were covered in filthy brown and black streaks from the journey in the dark. She looked like a waif plucked from the streets of Dickensian London.

      Solly looked away when she turned to him. "I know," she said, "I need a shower. Any decent hotels around here? Maybe with room service?"

      She grabbed his arm as they walked into Jersey City.

      

      "Wow," Ross said. They'd taken a left from the tunnel exit and were heading toward the nearest shopping center when, as they turned a corner, a huge black building rose into the sky.

      Solly gazed upwards. It looked as though a mirrored cube had been dropped into Jersey City and sat there now, reflecting the sky and streets, as if some celestial blackjack player was waiting to see what he'd rolled. "That's the Lee Building," he said. "Right there is where her husband was standing when he announced her death."

      The lectern was still in place, surrounded by a lighting rig, but the little plaza on which it stood was otherwise surprisingly clean. Indeed, the building looked entirely untouched. It was as if the events of the previous week had passed it by. Solly moved them on but, as they walked by, he couldn't help the feeling that they were being watched. There was no point in trying to investigate since the Lee Building had become synonymous with Fort Knox for its legendary level of security. That, rather than any mysterious caretaker, could explain the fact that it remained pristine. And yet Solly didn't relax until they'd rounded the corner.

      "Help me. Please!"

      Solly fumbled in his pocket and drew out the revolver. A man was on his knees holding up his hands imploringly. Three hooded figures stood around him and one of them was pointing a handgun at the kneeling man's head.

      "Hey!" Solly shouted. Ross stood beside him brandishing a knife. Janice had drawn back as she was unarmed.

      The gunman swung around, bringing his gun to bear. Solly squeezed the trigger and the man reeled back, dropping his weapon. He ran off, holding his arm as the report cracked from building to building. Ross leaped forward and picked up the pistol, training it on the three as they disappeared into Macy's.

      "Are you okay?" Solly said as he helped the kneeling man to his feet.

      The man nodded. He was dark haired and of Mediterranean appearance. "My name is Khaled," he said in accented English.

      Solly's guess had been a few hundred miles out, but he didn't have time to ask any questions. Khaled pulled something out of the bag that hung from his shoulders. "There is no time—they’ll have heard the gunshot. You must take this and keep it safe, do you understand?"

      He held up a black glossy cylinder the size of a can of hairspray.

      "What is it? Some sort of data archive?"

      Khaled shook his head. "I can only say that it is the key to preventing the extermination of humanity."

      "You're a bit late," Solly snapped, gesturing around at the deserted, garbage strewn, streets. He suspected Khaled was a few bolts short of a construction set.

      "You must understand!" Khaled said, shaking Solly's arms. "I could not prevent the culling. I tried; honestly I did. But she was nothing if not thorough. The final apocalypse is coming when all that remain will be eliminated, save the chosen. This holds the key and if you value your own life or the lives of those left alive, you will keep it safe. Until I find you, or I send someone for it."

      His eyes were darting back and forth as he scanned the street. "But, if it isn't me, then make sure you give it to the right person. We should have a code word. Yes, a code word."

      Khaled saw something behind them. "How about crow? No: raven. Only give it up if they use the code word raven. Will you do it?"

      "You're insane." Solly said. "Who the hell are you? Where have you been hiding?"

      "I cannot say too much. They will be here soon and there is no time. You are a man of technology, yes?" Khaled’s accent was strong and his voice laced with fear.

      Solly nodded, wondering how he was going to get away from this madman. "I'm an app developer. Or I was, back when such things mattered."

      "Who did you work for?"

      "Taylor and Walsh," Solly said. "But so what?"

      "Then I have found the right man. This cylinder contains an encrypted data archive that must be protected at all costs. When I can, I will send someone to retrieve it and we will try to prevent the second apocalypse."

      "What second apocalypse?"

      "I told you! The final cleansing. They think it will leave them in charge, but I know the truth. It is total extermination. Now take it, please!"

      Khaled thrust the cylinder into Solly's hands.

      "They are coming, you must hide, or they will kill you!"

      Solly needed no further encouragement to leave this madman behind him and, without another look, he led them into the first shop they came across.

      "Wait," Ross hissed. "I want to see what happens." So, they crouched in the broken glass of the display and peered out. Khaled hadn't moved. He was looking in their direction, but then his head snapped around. They could hear the sound of many boots approaching. A half-dozen figures in battledress with shiny black body armor appeared. The leader raised a stick and brought it down with an electrical crack on the back of Khaled's leg. With a cry, he collapsed to the ground and Solly felt Ross moving. "No. He said not to interfere."

      They watched as Khaled was dragged away.

      "Where do you think they're taking him," Janice whispered.

      "Oh, I know exactly where they're going," Solly responded. "Didn't you see the logo on their helmets? They're from the Lee Corporation."

      Ross began to move. "Let's follow. I bet they're taking him back to the Lee Building, we might be able to see how to get in."

      "Something tells me we don't want to go in there," Solly said. "Think about it, the world falls apart on the night Annabel Lee dies. Except that the corporation she founded still exists? And it has its own private army? Come on, we need to get out of Dodge and fast."

      

      It was an exhausted Solly who walked leaden footed along the 78 out of Jersey City. It was mid-afternoon, and the sky had cleared so he could see across New York. The Empire State Building stood near the horizon, amid lesser towers and now behind his left shoulder. A mist lingered in the silent, unmoving streets nearer at hand and he could see the occasional flicker of flame in the shadows –the only indication that life persisted anywhere in New York.

      They'd had decent luck in their scavenging. Janice was now wearing a new and practical ensemble of olive colored camping coat and pants with rubber boots stowed in her new pack. They'd replenished their supply of energy bars and had found several two-liter bottles of clean water that they'd washed with. They now each carried two bottles as there was no telling how long it would be before they found drinkable water. Solly had some purification tablets and a small camping stove in his backpack but, boiled or not, he didn't want to have to drink the water of a polluted and dying city.

      On leaving the tunnel, Solly had planned to find somewhere to hide in town overnight so they could start fully refreshed in the morning, but the encounter with Khaled and the discovery that the Lee Corporation was still at least partially functional and fully armed had persuaded them to make tracks.

      So, they trudged along the road, surrounded by the bones of civilization. There, to his left, a green arm stood upraised, hand extended to the sky in token of greeting. He found himself wondering if any ships would ever sail into the bay again.

      But he'd mainly been thinking about the shiny black cylinder Khaled had given him. He'd examined it endlessly as they'd walked. Ross and Janice had quickly lost interest; it had no markings whatsoever and, although it seemed obvious that the cylinder must contain something, there was no seam, no way to open it, nothing more than a proprietary data port beneath a rubber cover at the base. To his companions, it was just the random cast-off of a man who'd lost his mind. In his heart, however, Solly knew it was more than that. Maybe he was deluding himself, but this object, whatever it was, had given him a more immediate purpose beyond simply heading along the seemingly endless road to Texas. He had to keep it safe.

      "Hey, check this out," Ross said. He'd run to catch up with Solly and held out the gun he'd taken from Khaled's attacker. Solly had forgotten the boy had it and was just reaching out to take it when Ross ejected the magazine and handed it to him. "It's empty."

      He was right. Solly took the gun, a Ruger semi-automatic, and examined it. Surely the man who had been aiming it at Khaled had known his gun was empty? So, he'd been bluffing. For all they knew, Khaled might have been trying to palm off the cylindrical object to them. Good grief, the man he'd shot might simply have been protecting his family from something that could easily have been a bomb. He wiped his eyes and sighed, gazing out at the horizon. After all, that man might have been right, and they were now carrying a deadly weapon out of New York and into the countryside. He took another look at the cylinder. It was as inanimate as before but retained a slight warmth to the touch that suggested it had a power source.

      "Do you think we could find a car now?" Janice said, interrupting his thoughts.

      "What? Oh, yeah, why not."

      As they'd moved out of the city center, the road had become less packed with vehicles. Until now, it had still been impassable but, as he gazed along it, Solly saw that they might be able to force a path.

      He handed the pistol back to Ross. "Here, you look after this for now. Let's see if any of these cars is usable."

      "This one," Ross called after they'd examined a few vehicles. He was standing beside a pickup. The door was open, but the driver was still there, lying in the road alongside his vehicle. The key was in the ignition and Solly carefully stepped over the body to get up into the seat. With a silent prayer, he turned the key.

      The starter motor grumbled for a few seconds and then the engine caught. Solly let out a sigh of relief and gestured the others inside. Janice slid along to sit next to him and Ross sat on the end, pulling the door shut.

      "How much gas have we got?"

      Solly glanced down and cursed. "Not much. Maybe enough to get us out of town. That's if we can get through."

      "Every mile is one we don't have to walk," Janice said, squeezing his arm.

      "Look what I've found!" Ross said. He drew a snub-nosed pistol from the glove box.

      Janice's arm snapped out. "Give that to me," she said. It was a semi-automatic, like the one Ross had except bigger.

      "Any ammo?" Solly asked.

      Janice checked the cylinder. "Six rounds," she said before opening the glove box, "and a box here. Another ten rounds."

      Solly said a silent thank you to the figure decomposing on the road, engaged the shift and begin picking his way between the cars.
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        * * *

      

      Khaled sat up in bed. "I'm sorry, commander, I don't know what came over me."

      The woman shook her head sadly. "I understand the desire to go outside, my friend, but it is still dangerous. You are too valuable to us. How will we rebuild this world without one of our greatest minds? I am sorry that Corporal Schmidt used excessive force on you, though; he will be disciplined."

      "No need," Khaled said, rubbing the back of his leg where the cattle prod had connected. "I'm not the only one who's frustrated at being locked up in here."

      "Locked up? Only for your own safety. Soon enough, New York will have been cleared and we will emerge to take charge of the new world."

      Khaled took a sip of warm coffee and leaned back on his pillow.

      Once the commander had left, he got out of bed and hopped across his quarters to the desk. He pressed his thumb onto the slate that sat there, then drew a complicated geometrical pattern to confirm the unlock. A schematic map faded into view and he watched as a red marker edged its way along route 78. He let out a long breath. So, they'd made it that far. The Hierarchy hadn't noticed that it was missing yet, but it was only a matter of time and the further from here they were when it happened, the better their chances of keeping it safe. He'd sent messages to his limited network of trusted survivors in the hope they might help them on their way. So much depended on three strangers believing what must have seemed to be the ramblings of a madman.

      He closed down the slate, resolving not to check it more than once a day. Stage one was complete, and the object was now outside the control of the Lee Corporation. The completely impossible had now become merely a one-in-a-million shot. But when the alternative was certain annihilation, you had to roll any dice you had.
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      Bella spun around and slapped Hank's greasy hands away before shoving him in the chest. She'd been half-expecting him to try something like this, so, as he was recovering, she darted back through the open door to the stockroom and off into the darkness. His voice echoed along the rows of metal shelves, calling out to her with a mix of frustration and excitement. He was a hunter and she couldn't afford to be caught.

      She desperately wanted to get out of that place as quickly as possible, but there was so much debris, she was forced to tread carefully. If she was slow, sure and silent, she stood a chance. Bella could see the light coming in from the shattered windows at the front of the store and she decided to take an indirect route there as she was certain he'd expect her to make straight for the entrance.

      Her heart hammered as she crept along the aisles, stopping every now and again, her ears straining for any sign of Hank. She was now in the toy section and only just pulled her foot back in time as it landed on something soft. She bent down to pick it up. It was a doll, exactly the sort of thing Maddie would have enjoyed ten years ago when she was a girlie girl. She stroked the blonde nylon hair of the toy and ran her fingers over its plastic skin as she listened for any movement. There was no sign of him. She imagined he was hiding somewhere at the top end of the store waiting for her to make a break for it. She shivered as she remembered with revulsion the feeling of his hand on her skin. Whatever happened, she would not let him touch her again.

      Bella went to put the doll on the nearest shelf, but then, for no special reason, changed her mind and put it under her arm instead. As she did so, her hand brushed against something metallic. A shelf support had fallen from above. It was made of steel tubing bent into a right angle. She grasped it by one end and felt its weight. A pretty poor weapon, but better than nothing.

      After creeping along a couple more aisles, she was within twenty yards of the front window. She could see the parking lot beyond the shattered frames, but she knew that he could just as easily chase her down out there as in here unless she could get to the car first and lock it before he reached her. Bella gazed between the shelving and planned a route. The checkout lanes stood between her and the window but, apart from that, the way looked clear enough. But she was a short middle-aged woman, carrying some extra pounds, who'd never so much as run for the bus.

      She had no choice. Now for it. She drew in a deep breath and ran.

      He was there in an instant.

      "Where d'you think you're running off to, little girlie?"

      He grabbed her coat and went to wrap a thick arm around her, but she slid sideways and brought the steel piping down on his head as he stumbled. Blood spurted instantly from the tear.

      Hank let out a monstrous cry of pain and rage. By the time he'd gotten to his feet, she was ten yards ahead, but his legs were longer than hers and she could hear his heavy boots getting closer and closer. She leaped through the window frame as she felt fingers brush her back. Where was the car? No time to look—she ran between vehicles in the hope she'd recognize something but then, quite suddenly, she was yanked back with such force that her legs collapsed, and she fell to the ground.

      He rubbed his head as he stood over her, then turned his palm so she could see the blood. "See what you've done, girl?" he snarled. "You're sure as hell gonna pay for that."

      He reached down and grabbed her, pulling the steel tube from her hand and throwing the doll away before lifting her up so she stood facing him, flinching from the foul stench of his spittle-laden breath. "Now, you're gonna be nice," he snarled as he leaned into her.

      She punched him in the gut with every ounce of her strength. He yelled, and his hands opened. She turned to run, but he was on her again, his arm around her neck, roaring with rage. Then there was a click and silence.

      "Let the lady go," a familiar voice said.

      She felt the arm loosen and withdraw.

      "Nathan!" she said as she went to embrace him. Gently, he pushed her back and kept his gun trained on Hank.

      "Now then, fella. We was just havin' a little fun," Hank said, his eyes wide with sudden terror.

      "I saw what you were doing," Nathan responded, with icy calm. "Down on your knees."

      For a moment, Hank looked uncertain. His eyes darted from Bella to Nathan—he saw something there that seemed to petrify him and he was shaking as he clumsily knelt on the tarmac, sandwiched between two abandoned cars.

      Nathan glanced briefly to Bella. "I'm sorry it took me so long to get here. I figured something like this had happened back at the junction, but I had to find a working car to follow you. And it had to be an automatic, so I could drive it one handed. Fortunately, my weapon arm is just fine."

      "Thank… thank you for coming after me." She felt her body begin to shake as adrenaline began to dissipate.

      "You were doing pretty well on your own account," Nathan said, then returned his attention to the kneeling man. "What's your name?"

      "Hank, Hank Rollins," he said, his voice trembling.

      "What did you do before the culling, Hank?" Nathan asked.

      Again, Hank seemed surprised by the question. "I was a school teacher for forty years. Retired now."

      "And did you always treat women, girls, like toys to play with?"

      The fear returned. "Oh no, not at all. I was a model teacher, not a mark against my name in all that time."

      "But now the rules have changed, is that it?" Nathan said. "Now there's no one to stop you doing exactly what you want?"

      "I'm sorry," Hank said, whimpering. "I won't do it again, honest I won't."

      Nathan lowered the weapon. "From what I've heard, there's not a whole lot of us left. Maybe one in twenty. Means every life is precious, or I'd have shot you on the spot. Wanted to hear your account of yourself."

      "Oh, thank you. Thank you," Hank said. "Yes, we must stick together if we're to survive."

      Nathan nodded, raised his pistol and punched a neat hole in Hank's head from close range.

      Bella gasped and covered her head with her hands.

      "Sadly for you," Nathan said as he pocketed the weapon and turned away, "we can't afford any poison apples in the barrel. Or any dead wood."

      He reached out for Bella, but she recoiled from him.

      Nathan gave a little shrug before heading toward the store entrance. "Would you rather I'd left him to attack you?"

      "No. But to kill him in cold blood..." she responded, shakily.

      "It was a judicial killing," he said. "I caught him in the act, questioned him and then carried out the sentence."

      "But who gives you the right?"

      He stepped over the window frame and gestured her inside. "In times like these, every person has to take responsibility for their own actions. I was here, I saw what he did. There's no police, no law courts, nothing around here to see due process done. It was frontier justice, but it was justice. He got what he deserved. Now, let's get what we came for and get out of here."

      She followed him into the darkness of the store, wondering what sort of monster she'd invited into her house.

      

      "Seems fair enough to me," Al said as he sat opposite Bella at the kitchen table. The worktops were covered with the packets and tins they'd scavenged from the shop, enough for some days at least, and Nathan had taken himself back to bed. The expedition had exhausted him, but Bella felt no more comfortable about his actions than she had when, to her horror, he'd executed the man.

      "I, for one, am not going to mourn the death of a man who was going to... well, you and I both know what he was going to do," Al continued.

      Bella wiped her face and took a swig of coffee. "You weren't there, Dad. Nathan could have let him go. I wouldn't have minded if he'd scared him half to death, but to shoot him just like that..."

      "So he can attack someone else? You're not thinking, girl."

      She sighed. "I know. It's hard, but who was he to decide?"

      "In the absence of the police, young Nathan was the law. And, frankly, I'd trust his judgement over most."

      "But Dad, without the rule of law, what have we got?"

      Al reached forward and put his hand on Bella's arm. "Well, my sweet, you're alive for one thing. I'll take that, thank you very much."

      They sat in silence for a few moments before Al spoke again. "By the way, the emergency bulletin's changed."

      "What? Why didn't you tell me? What does it say?"

      Al smiled. "Which one do you want me to answer first?"

      "Get on with it, Pops, I know you love having news to tell."

      "Well, first thing is that the state governor has taken over the Texas National Guard from the feds—he says it's just for now, but I reckon he's making a grab for power."

      Bella gave an exasperated grunt. "Power over what? And anyway, who is the governor? Don't tell me Lieberman escaped the... whatever it was? There really would be no justice if that snake was still alive."

      "No, it's someone called Walker. Used to be in charge of the Texas state military. Seems he's the most senior member of the state government left alive."

      "So, what's the news?"

      Al shook his head sadly. "Looks like everywhere's as bad as here, some places maybe even worse. The announcement didn't say much, 'cept to stay at home and wait for order to be re-established, but I reckon we could starve to death before that happens."

      "And what about the president? The White House?"

      "Well, he didn't say much other than we're on our own, at least for now. Some truck driver's sittin' in the Oval Office, but I'm not sure how much is left of the military. Don't you think it's strange the only soldier we've seen so far is Nathan?"

      Bella thought about that for a moment. Yes, it was true. Over the past week, she'd seen the odd civilian go past. The Choi house, along the street, was definitely inhabited as she'd watched Mrs. Choi drag the bodies of her family onto the front garden before burying them. It had taken days. She found herself wondering, again, why her own family had been spared. There had to be some reason beyond random chance.

      But she'd seen no military, no police. Even if only one in twenty had survived, as seemed to be the ratio in the general population, it was hard to imagine they'd disappear from the streets entirely. Maybe they were protecting the hospitals, or caches of weapons or FEMA supplies or who-knows what else.

      "Anyway, all we can do is hunker down," Al said, "and for that we need generator fuel. Jake and I are goin' out to handle it, so you take over guard duty."

      "You're not going out there! And Jake certainly isn't!"

      Al gripped her arm tighter. "You can't tell me what to do and neither can you shield them from reality. You shot a man in front of those kids, and you can be sure that even if you've gotten over it, they haven't. Give them something useful to do and it'll help. Sittin' around and thinking, that ain't good for any of us. And besides, we shouldn't have to go far."

      Bella relented. He was right. Jake and Maddie had been cocooned for long enough. Maddie had spent the past week in her room reading, and Jake had sat with Grandpa watching Nathan until he woke up. Since then, Jake had been keeping the patient company. Bella was beginning to regret that; what might Nathan have said to her son over the many hours they spent together?

      She wondered how long they could reasonably stay here without running out of supplies or going mad. But where would they go if they left? Again, she felt a deep need to see Solly and, again, she pushed it away before her mind forced her along the inevitable chain of reasoning. No, all they could do was survive until order was restored. And to do that, they had to have power.

      

      Bella watched from an upstairs window as the gate swung shut behind her father and her son and they slunk off into the road. It was getting late, but Al wouldn't put it off until tomorrow - according to him the generator was running on fumes, so they had to grab at least a little fuel before it went dark tonight.

      Naively, Bella had assumed they'd use a bit of hosepipe to siphon off the fuel, but Al had informed her, in his most patronizing tone, that most cars had protection against that. He'd taken a cordless drill, a large bowl he'd liberated from the garage and a small plastic stopper he'd made from the end of a pen. The plan was to find a diesel car and drill into its fuel tank. Once the bowl was full, he'd put the stopper in so they could easily drain it further later. They were wearing old clothes that would probably have to be cleaned afterwards as it seemed inevitable that they'd get splashed by diesel.

      Maddie stood alongside her as they watched Jake run from car to car before pointing at a station wagon that had stopped at a 45-degree angle in the middle of the road. Its doors were shut, and Bella was relieved to see that neither of them showed any inclination to look inside.

      Al disappeared beneath the car while Jake kept lookout and handed down the tools as needed. She flinched at the squeal of the drill, so loud in the silence of the street, but after a few moments it stopped. Jake vanished from view, then reappeared as he carefully lifted the bowl onto the roof of the car and helped his grandfather up.

      She breathed out as Jake went to pick the bowl up. Then, quite suddenly, he pointed to the right. Al waved his hands, as if shooing Jake toward the house and the boy, after initial reluctance, began moving in that direction. Al drew a handgun from his pocket and pointed it up the road before backing away slowly.

      As her father edged his way toward the now opening gate, Bella heard the explosive roar of revving engines as half a dozen motorbikes rolled along the street, past the car they'd been working on and, finally, coming to a halt outside the house as the gate slammed shut. Five of the bikes carried two figures, but it was the solo rider who flipped the stand and lifted his leg over the saddle. He straightened himself, rubbing the stiffness from his thighs and then, quite suddenly, he looked up. Bella flung herself backwards, but she was quite sure he'd seen her.
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      The first car took them a half mile along the highway before the road was completely blocked by a jackknifed truck and they were forced to walk again. It was another hour before Ross found what they were looking for. It was a battered red station wagon and the driver lay a handful of yards away, sitting against the concrete barrier at the side of the road. Solly was glad that the man's head had dropped over this chest, so he couldn't see the fly-infested face.

      "The keys are still in here," Ross said.

      Janice came to stand beside Solly, sliding her hand behind his elbow. "I don't get it. Most people seem to have just dropped suddenly, but some of them had time to crawl away."

      They stood for a moment, looking down at this anonymous victim. Solly wasn't in a hurry to get into the man's car and check it worked. There would be other cars if this one was out of gas or the battery had died. Right now, he just wanted to give the poor soul a moment's reflection.

      "I've got no one, Solly," she said. "Except you and Ross, that is."

      He turned to her. "You lost them on the first night?"

      "I never had anyone. I never knew my parents. Brought up in a care home in Harlem. Shared a couple of rooms with a friend. Sadie, she was called. She never came back that night. I'd gone to bed, woke up to find..." she gestured at the ruination around them. "Went out to look for her and that's when I met Lenny."

      These words poured out of her as Solly listened. It was as if the silent figure leaning against the concrete roadside had given her permission to finally speak.

      "He was nice enough to begin with, and I liked the idea of being around someone strong, but he started doing things that frightened me, so I tried to get away. They followed me into that medical center. And then you rescued me."

      She leaned into him and he put his arms gently around her. "It hasn't exactly been plain sailing since then, has it?"

      "No, but you've saved me twice, Sol, and I won't ever be able to repay you."

      "I'm sure you'll find a way," he said, instantly regretting his clumsy words as she jerked back. "No! I didn't mean like that. I meant that I need help just as much as you. I'm so glad you and Ross came with me."

      She relaxed again. "Me too. We need to watch him," she said, nodding toward where Ross was rummaging around in the car. "I thought he was like the rest of them to begin with, but he was never cruel. Seemed to me he was trying to fit in. But he's all bottled up with anger, Solly. Someday, that's going to come out."

      With a final glance at the slumped figure on the tarmac, Solly led her back to the car. It was an old Ford that was just as grimy on the inside as it was on the outside. It smelled of oil and cigarettes and Ross had found next to nothing of any use except for a dog-eared road map that he sat on his lap. Solly was surprised that the car started on the first turn of the key. The gas tank was half full, and he could see a clear path through the vehicles on the road ahead. He wound the window down and breathed in the fresh air that blew along the road out of the south. Things were finally looking up.

      "Let's get a bit further along, then find somewhere to park up for the night," he said as he put the car into first and gently pulled away.

      

      The light had almost entirely departed when they left 78 just south of the Watchung Reservation. Solly was cursing himself for not stopping sooner: they were the only thing moving along the road, their headlamps like a beacon to any troublemakers. They reached a point where they could go no further as a clutch of cars had blocked the road. Luckily, there was a slip road just ahead of the blockage and Janice spotted a small residential development to one side of the highway, so he switched off the lights and slowed to crawling pace for the final few hundred yards.

      A waning moon cast flickering light from behind racing clouds as they cruised along the quiet street. Wooden houses clad with white lay along short driveways on either side as they went. There was no sign of any movement until, quite suddenly, two figures stepped into the road waving shotguns.

      Solly stopped and wrapped his hand around his pistol as a bearded face appeared at the window and looked from one to the other of them.

      "Where are you planning on going?" he said. He spoke with the calm assurance of a professional man making polite enquiries of passing strangers.

      Janice leaned across from the passenger seat. "We're traveling south," she said. "We're just looking for somewhere to sleep tonight and we'll be off in the morning."

      Again, the man looked at each of them in turn as if evaluating them. "What did you do before the fall?"

      This had been the last thing he'd expected to hear and Solly was momentarily struck dumb.

      "I was a waitress," Janice said.

      "I was a back-end developer," he said. "Seems like another world."

      The bearded man gave a slight smile. "It was another world. Who'd you work for."

      "Taylor and Walsh."

      The figure standing behind their interrogator bent down to look through the window, revealing a woman's face as she pulled down her scarf. "In New York?"

      "Yeah," Solly said. "I was a project manager in the app team."

      This entire conversation was weirding him out—it felt like a job interview. He kept a firm grip on his revolver as the two guards stood up and conferred for a moment.

      The bearded man reappeared at the window. "You can take the Hangersley's place—next on the left, if you want. It's been cleaned out and the generator's got some juice, so you can freshen up. Or you can pass through, though I doubt you'll find anything better." He looked from one to the other of them. "I'll leave you to talk it over. These are suspicious times; we're prepared to take a chance on you, but I appreciate you might not want to reciprocate."

      Solly wound the window up and watched the two of them retreat to the sidewalk where they stood talking.

      "What do you think?"

      "We should move on, find a place away from anyone," Ross said immediately.

      Solly turned to Janice. "What about you?"

      Janice shrugged as she kept her eyes on the guards. "I don't know. I've already been fooled once," she said, shuddering at the memory, "so I'm going to leave it to you. How likely are we to find somewhere better?"

      "It's impossible to say. There could be some houses just like this a half mile on, but we wouldn't know which were occupied, living or dead. At least with these people, we're going in with our eyes wide open."

      Solly got out of the car and joined the two guards on the sidewalk. The female guard left them to walk up the drive of the house her comrade had indicated.

      "Look, don't take offense, but we've had enough happen to make us wary when folk offer us what looks like the hand of friendship."

      "I understand," the bearded man said. "The name's Neil, by the way, Neil Buchanan."

      "Solly Masters."

      "Why don't you go on up there and take a look. Feel free to take your weapons with you. Honestly, Solly, there's enough of us to take everything you've got if we wanted. But you don't have anything we need. Maybe you should have a little faith. The Hangersley's is yours for the night, if you want it. Now, we'll leave you to make up your minds. Good fortune to you whatever you choose."

      Buchanan offered his hand and Solly took it. He had none of the reservations he'd felt when he'd met the so-called Pastor Fisher, but they'd taken a while to kick in. It was now dark, and the house Buchanan had indicated had just lit up, offering the prospect of light, warmth and a hot meal.

      He got back into the car. "I think we should trust them," he said.

      Ross mumbled something about never being listened to, but it was a pretty half-hearted protest. He'd seen the lights.

      

      The house was immaculate. They were met at the door by the female guard, who introduced herself as Amanda.

      "As you can see, I've started up the generator. Feel free to light the fire when you're ready. I'm sure you'll understand that we have to ration fuel, so you only get an hour's electricity. You might consider using that time to shower." Her nose crinkled and Solly stepped back a little.

      That shower was a luxury such as Solly had never imagined he might experience, and he felt the black fog lifting a little as he dried himself on a warm towel afterwards. He was looking forward to a clean shave in the morning, hot water or not.

      Despite this hospitality, they agreed to take shifts on guard duty overnight, with Solly on second watch. When it came to it, however, he couldn't bring himself to wake Ross up for his turn. The boy looked so peaceful as he slept. So, Solly went back into the living room, sat on the couch and, within minutes, fell asleep.

      He was woken, panic stricken, the following morning, by someone banging on the door.

      "Who is it?" he called as Ross and Janice emerged from upstairs.

      "It's Neil, Neil Buchanan. I've come to say that we have breakfast at 7:30 a.m., and you're all welcome to join us. Just follow the smell!"

      Solly looked at his watch. That gave them fifteen minutes. He opened the door a crack, keeping the revolver hidden. Neil stood there in a fur-lined jacket, breathing mist into the cold morning air. Solly decided that either his instincts were completely failing him, or there really was a gift horse on the doorstep.

      "Thanks, Neil, we'll be right over."

      They followed a stream of people into the largest house in the community. A dozen or so people sat around the table, but it was the aroma of cooking bacon that assaulted Solly's senses first and he wasted no time in finding a seat and tucking in.

      It turned out that all Neil's immediate family had survived. "It was a miracle," said his wife who was a pretty thirty-something called Beth-Anne. "Though we still lost our parents and many other friends and family. I'm so thankful." She put her hands together and looked at the ceiling as if saying a silent prayer.

      "You seem to have organized yourselves well," Solly said. "And we really, truly, appreciate your hospitality."

      Neil smiled. "As Beth-Anne said, we've been terribly lucky. We had a good community here, and we all pulled together as soon as the scale of the disaster became obvious. As you experienced last night, we've set up security and only allow those we trust to stay, for however short a time."

      "I can only say thank you. Is there anything I can do to repay you before we go?"

      "You can help us clear the blockage up on the road," Neil said. "That was on the list for this morning and it's your quickest way back on your route. Where are you headed, by the way?"

      Solly put down his fork and stood up. "Texas," he said. "That's where my family is—maybe I'll be as lucky as you."

      

      Neil gave them a new car with a full tank of gas. It was a Land Rover Discovery that had belonged to the family whose house they'd stayed the night in. He'd also insisted on filling the trunk with supplies, along with an extra fuel can that meant they could probably cover three hundred miles without having to refuel.

      "Just goes to show there are still good people in the world," Janice said as their waving friends receded in the rear window.

      Solly nodded as he gently put his foot on the gas pedal and felt the car respond. "Yep. Restores a little of my faith in humanity."

      "I almost regret not staying," Janice added.

      "I half expected them to ask us."

      "They did ask me," she said.

      Solly looked across at her in surprise. "Seriously?"

      "Yeah. Beth-Anne mentioned it."

      "They never said anything to me," Solly said. He couldn't explain it, but this news had taken the rose-colored tint from the experience.

      Janice shrugged. "She told me they knew you would be going to Texas, but I was welcome to stay."

      "What about me?" Ross said as he poked his head through the gap between the front seats.

      "Sorry, Ross, but she didn't mention you. I told her I would stick with both of you, anyway."

      Solly grunted. "Are you sure that was the right choice?"

      He could feel her smile on his cheek. "Of course. We're a team, aren't we?" She laid her hand on his leg and all the resentment faded.

      

      Within an hour, they were into the wall-to-wall countryside of New Jersey and traveling along roads that were largely clear of abandoned vehicles. Every now and again, they'd come across a truck blocking the road and, on one gruesome occasion, Solly was forced to climb up into the cab to move it. The corpse of the driver had been leaning against the door and so all Solly had to do was open it and let him fall out. Solly found a blanket in the cab that he put over the seat, but it made his skin crawl to think what he was sitting on.

      But, as they went further Southwest, these emergencies became rarer. There was also more evidence of survivors. Several times, they spotted smoke rising from the chimneys of farmhouses on either side of the road and, just after midday, they passed a group of people walking along the highway who turned at the sound of the engine. A man raised his arm as if to signal them to stop, but Solly put his foot down and they soon disappeared into the distance.

      It was a bright day in late Fall and the trees were decked in red, orange and yellow. Under other circumstances, it might have been a pleasant drive through an abundant landscape, but, as sunset approached, Solly began to search for somewhere to stop. They'd covered nearly two hundred miles in seven long hours and he was close to exhausted. For the first time, he regretted that Janice had never learned to drive.

      "We can't count on getting lucky again," he said, "so I want to be somewhere safe before it gets too dark."

      "How about there? Pine Wood Mobile Community," Janice said, reading the sign.

      Single story wooden houses lined both sides of the road and trees marked the border of the settlement. Pickups and vans sat outside many of them, but there was no sign of life. No welcoming committee here.

      He selected one of the houses that had no vehicle outside but, rather than parking in the asphalted bay in front, he drove over the short-cut grass and left it between the back of the building and the trees, out of sight from either passing traffic or anyone else in the settlement aside from direct neighbors.

      He pulled the Ruger out of the door pocket. "Stay here," he said as he headed for the rear window of the house. It was dark inside and there was no sign of movement. With any luck, the occupants hadn't been at home that night, but he'd know as soon as he opened the door.

      After a few minutes, he waved at them to come in. "We're going to have to do without light tonight," he said as Ross brought the flashlight in. "We have no idea which of these homes is still occupied and we don't want to attract any attention to ourselves."

      "Come on," Ross protested. "They'd have seen us going past in the car. Or heard us."

      Solly shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. This looks like a big place and I chose one of the first houses, so anyone further inside won't have heard a thing."

      "What about the bathroom?" Janice said, "It's only got a small window and we can cover that. We need to be able to cook something, don't we? I don't want to sit in the dark all night."

      Solly relented. The risk seemed small enough if they were careful, and he was keen to have something warm to eat as the temperature was dropping quickly.

      "And look, the water works!"

      

      Ross volunteered to take the first watch. Despite his protests, Solly didn't let him have one of the loaded weapons and his instructions were to come and wake them if he heard anything.

      Solly and Janice slept in the main bedroom and they lay full clothed under the blankets, each enjoying the simple pleasure of being near another human being.

      Suddenly, Solly woke up, flailing around in the darkness as he came out of a deep sleep.

      "Who's there?" he called. "Ross, is that you?"

      He felt Janice move in the bed next to him. "What's going on?"

      "Something woke me up. I thought I heard a noise."

      "Probably nothing," she said, sleepily.

      Solly rolled over, pulling the gun from beneath the pillow, and swung his legs out of the bed. It was pitch dark in the bedroom, so he felt his way one-handed toward where he remembered the door to be.

      As he stepped into the doorway, he felt a sudden rush of air and sensed movement behind him.

      His fist connected with something that gasped in pain and he was just going to reach down and grab it when he heard Ross cry out.

      "Solly, help m—"

      He ran down the little hallway and into the living room. He could sense a struggle going on where the sofa was, but had no target to aim at, so he went in with his arms and fists.

      One shape was on top of another and he pulled it back, flipped it over and sat on it. It was small, wiry and human. He could taste its breath on his tongue and it was snarling in rage as he tried to hold it down. "Stop or I'll shoot!" he said, pulling the gun out and pressing it against the head of his opponent who continued to fight back. "I said stop! I'll give you the count of three to comply."

      "One, two, thr—"

      "Solly! No!"

      Light burst into the room as Janice ran in, flashlight in hand. The beam jerked around as she moved and then settled on Solly, on the gun in his hand, and the head it was pressed against.

      "Don't shoot, Sol," Janice said. "They're children."
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      Sheriff Paulina Ramos made a point of touring the Emergency Accommodation as part of her morning round. “The Ghetto,” as it had become known to its inhabitants, had been set up in the Aldays department store in the center of town. The top two floors, a complex of former showrooms and offices, had been set aside for dormitories. The ground floor and basement were used for storing the supplies brought in from the grocery stores that were now outside the defensive ring.

      Arbroath was a city in three parts separated by the Chishkah River and one of its tributaries. The first settlers had built their town where the two watercourses separated in a Y shape. With hills to the north, that had left only one main approach to the town. Soon, however, the settlement had become hemmed in, and the Chishkah Bridge was built so it could spread onto the other bank. In the 1920s, another, much larger, bridge was built across the stem of the Y as Route 101 neared its northernmost limit.

      Geography, then, had been kind to the people of Arbroath because it meant that the city center was bordered on two sides by water. It had only two vehicular approaches—the Chishkah Bridge and the westward highway along the river bank, though travelers on foot could come over the cliffs it nestled beneath and attack from above.

      The department store itself had been built on the site of the original farm and was now surrounded by a McDonald's, a Starbucks and a movie theater, but it was the only place with the space to house the influx, and its owner, Custer Petrov, knew it.

      Paulie was in the nursery when he caught up with her. She didn't notice him at first, she was too caught up in the cacophony created by a couple dozen very young children and the toddlers who ran in and out of these rooms. She loved this end of the building, where the children were kept. For a few moments every day, she could pretend that everything was all right. The sheer life energy of these children seemed to nourish her soul, though they reminded her of Luna.

      "Sheriff," Petrov said, tapping her gently on the shoulder.

      He must have felt her sag before she turned. "I'm sorry to disturb," he said, "but we must discuss security."

      "What's the problem, Custer?" The color seemed to fade from the world as she regarded the man. Short, thin and gray, he was entirely bald and had a face that looked as though someone had tied elastic to the insides of both cheeks and pulled. Deputy Mike Fessel, departmental wisecracker, had suggested he looked like a particularly malnourished baby owl.

      "It’s supplies downstairs, Sheriff. We agreed you would provide security."

      "And? They're behind a locked door, aren't they?"

      He nodded and licked his thin lips. "Yes, but my stores are to be separate, are they not? Did we not agree this?"

      Paulie sighed. "Seriously, Custer? You've survived an apocalypse only to haggle about who owns what? Hasn't this given you the slightest perspective?"

      He blinked a couple of times, as if the question surprised him. "World has not ended, Sheriff. Nearly, perhaps, but not quite. One day, rebuilding will begin, but that is no use if there are no supplies."

      Behind his almost comical appearance and speech patterns lay the mind of a ruthless entrepreneur, Paulie knew. He wanted to be in a position to make money—or whatever would pass for currency in the coming months—both during the crisis and once it was over. She admired his optimism, but not his motivation.

      "Look, Custer, you'll have to take it up with the mayor."

      "I did," he responded. "She sent me to you. Security matter."

      Paulie couldn't help rolling her eyes. "I'm not wasting a deputy on guard duty. The door is locked, and no one's allowed in on their own. That'll have to do for now, unless you want to hire your own security guards."

      The little man tutted and turned on his heels. "Maybe I will do that, Sheriff."

      She watched him go, wondering whether, in fact, that hadn't been exactly the answer he'd been hoping for.

      

      "Sheriff!"

      It seemed she couldn't go more than a few yards without someone calling out her name. This time, however, it was a more welcome voice that stopped her.

      The tubby figure of Deputy Jon Graf was striding along the corridor as she left the nursery. Since he'd returned to the fold, Graf had become her right-hand man. In fact, she'd tried to persuade him to be Sheriff, but he'd refused. Experience meant little in current circumstances, he said, and he was happy enough supporting her. In her more cynical moments, she wondered whether all these fine folks who pushed her forward were simply using her as a shield to duck behind.

      "Hi Jon, what's the latest?"

      He moved into step alongside her, puffing a little having climbed two flights of stairs. "We're nearly ready to test the generator. The last of the beds are now in and I've got Marvin and Mike out scavenging fuel, so we can keep it running."

      "That's fantastic news. How many will be moving in?"

      "Just three to begin with, so we'll have a couple of spare beds."

      The town's local hospital had been over the bridge in western Arbroath. It had been stripped of drugs and much of its portable equipment in the first hours of the emergency, but a thorough search of the town had recovered some of it. The hospital itself—which hadn't been exactly state of the art before the catastrophe—had been badly damaged by looters and those simply wanting help, and it couldn't in any case be defended. So, the mayor had ordered a medical facility to be set up in Aldays and Jon had taken on the job of handling the practicalities, with the first order of business being the restoration of power.

      Three qualified people survived the first couple of days—one gynecological specialist and two nurses—and they were overseeing the setup, but the actual work had been achieved by muscle power as the hospital's generator had been hauled out of its basement and pushed along the gridlocked streets, across the bridge and into the former department store. Fortunately, a couple of engineers had also survived and were able to supervise the installation.

      The generator was a pretty ancient Toshiba running on diesel and it would only supply a limited current. When not needed for hospital equipment, it would at least provide some lighting and, they hoped, the means to heat water for at least part of the day. It seemed that civilization could manage without many things; coffee was not one of them.

      Paulie followed Jon down to the far corner of the ground floor. It had been curtained off, though the drapes were currently open. She shook hands with Doctor Ashmal, who was fussing over the positioning of the monitoring equipment and drip stands.

      "This looks fantastic, Doctor," she said.

      Ashmal shrugged. "I have seen worse," he said. "In Iraq. But it will serve for now."

      She left the doctor and Graf to it and strode out of the building and onto Main Street. Again, she was struck by how normal it looked. People walked back and forth on business of their own and, though there were no vehicles in sight, there was a surprising vibrancy to the place. She had to remind herself that the official population of Arbroath, WA was now 616 and the streets beyond the bridge still belonged to the dead. And the people she could see were not free to do what they wished. Everyone had tasks they'd been assigned and, though the center of town was now free of corpses, they still had a long way to go before they'd restored anything approaching normality.

      Then there was the matter of grief. It had been ten days since the night of the apocalypse and while the initial shock had worn off, the entire population seemed to be waiting until they felt safe enough to let their true grieving begin. It wasn't just immediate family, of course. Just about every one of the residents of Arbroath had relatives spread across the country and no idea whether those people were still alive or whether they should be grieving for them also.

      Paulie felt a tug on her heart. She'd heard nothing from her brother Alejandro since that first night. At first, it seemed as though the calls were connecting but he wasn't answering, but she clung to the hope that it was just a blip in a collapsing cell network. Her rational mind told her that it was a forlorn hope, but she continued to believe that it might be so, because the alternative would take her mind on a dark path that she might never emerge from. She'd had her share of grief, a husband who'd been killed on active duty in the Middle East and parents who'd died young and poor, but the prospect of losing her daughter, not to mention Alejandro, was one she could not face.

      A voice called across the street. "Sheriff!"

      Deputy Friedman was running along the sidewalk, her breath billowing behind her like a steam train. She was red faced and wheezing when she caught up with the sheriff.

      "What's going on, Nicky?" Paulie said, helping the deputy stand upright.

      "Man... approaching... on the river road," she managed, waving her arms along Main Street.

      "Alone? Is he armed?"

      She shook her head, then nodded. "Sorry. Yes, he's alone. Couldn't see a weapon, though he'd be mad to be traveling without one."

      Paulie began to jog along the sidewalk toward the barricade on the eastern side of town. "And none of you recognized him?"

      "Hodges says he's not from around here."

      "And he knows everyone," Paulie said, accelerating her pace and leaving Friedman behind.

      The deputy's voice called out from behind. "Oh, and he's a priest!"

      

      Paulie climbed up onto the barricade and took the binoculars from Hodges. The man was now no more than a hundred yards away and was walking with arms wide above his head. It was late in the day and he was heading into the sun, so every now and again the light would bounce off the silver crucifix that peeked out from beneath his brown leather coat.

      "Please don't shoot!" he was calling. "I'm a man of peace. I come seeking shelter just as the blessed mother of our Lord and Savior did two thousand years ago."

      "Wait there," she called before turning to Hodges, "Drop the ladder and cover me."

      Paulie clambered down the outside of the barricade and holstered her weapon, relying on the firepower behind her to discourage any dangerous moves from the stranger. "Please keep your hands raised," she said before stepping close and patting him down. She felt in his pockets and rummaged through his shoulder bag before pulling out a handgun. "Military issue M9," she said, holding up the Beretta.

      The man shrugged. "You would know better than I what it is. I found it on my travels. It could certainly not help the poor soul who owned it before me, though he was not a soldier."

      She flipped out the magazine—five rounds remained—and cleared the chamber before handing it back. "It's an antique, but it'll do the job. You can have the rounds back when you leave; we don't allow loaded weapons inside the town."

      "You have succeeded in establishing security here?"

      She nodded. "We have a safe zone the other side of the barricade."

      He smiled with obvious relief. "Then I understand your assiduous attitude to frisking me, Deputy."

      "Sheriff, actually," she said, surprised to hear herself correcting him. "Field promotion. Sheriff Ramos."

      He took her hand. "Reverend Daniel Smith, but 'Pastor' is fine by me. Or, indeed, Daniel."

      "You'll have to climb over the barrier, I'm afraid. We haven't had time to install a front door."

      Again, he gave her a warm smile as he nodded and, helped by the arms reaching down from above, entered the town.

      By the time she stepped back onto terra firma on the safe side of the wall, Paulie could see that word had gotten around already.  Mayor Vogelbach was striding forward to greet him and behind her a crowd had gathered. Paulie didn't like the hungry look on their faces, but she knew that while, as sheriff, she could help provide them with bodily security, she could do nothing about their souls.

      Paulie ran over to catch up, gesturing Hodges and Friedman to stand between the crowd and the preacher.

      "This is Pastor Smith," Paulie said. "Pastor, this is Mayor Vogelbach."

      The two shook hands and then, to Paulie's surprise, Vogelbach drew him into an embrace. "Welcome, welcome. We have such need of you," she said.

      The reverend smiled. "I am pleased to be here, mayor. Tonight, I will sleep in safety for the first time in many, many days."

      "Mayor, I suggest we find Reverend Smith some food and drink while we debrief him."

      Vogelbach shrugged. "Debrief? Is that necessary, Sheriff? Can't we give the man some time to rest before subjecting him to an inquisition."

      Paulie went to protest when Smith spoke. "It is quite alright, Mayor. I have walked far today, and I am tired, but the sheriff is perfectly correct to put the security of this town ahead of my comfort."

      "We need to know what the situation on the road is, and that's best done in private, I think."

      "Lead on, Sheriff," Smith said with another smile.

      

      Paulie was glad to get into bed that night. She had a bed in one of the old stock rooms on the ground floor of Aldays, though she spent almost no time there. She put the candle she was carrying down on a wooden chair and quickly pulled off her clothes and dressed in the thermal pajamas she'd brought from her old apartment.

      Smith had painted a harsh and desperate picture of the world outside. He'd come from the East Coast where he'd been visiting family, though he was from Seattle himself. According to his account, he'd spent the ten days since the night of death trudging and car-hopping across the country. Most of the major highways were impassable near the cities, so he'd been forced onto country lanes and then, as cars ran out of gas, he'd crossed the country on foot. It was quite an achievement.

      She quickly realized that steel lay behind his ready smile. If he was to be believed, most of the cars he'd used had previously been occupied. She'd seen enough dead bodies in the past days, but at least those had been out in the open air or in cool rooms in a frigid climate, not locked up and festering in cars along the highways. She admired the man's stomach and found herself warming to him.

      When he'd encountered people, he'd paused to help those who welcome spiritual assistance, but kept heading westward. She was shocked, saddened and oddly proud to hear that Arbroath was the first settlement he'd come across that had re-established law and order. He'd seen no sign of law enforcement or the military on his travels—no living sign, anyway—though he'd seen more than enough ruination to believe the end of days was at hand. For now, however, he was keen to render assistance and the mayor was just as keen to receive it.

      As exhaustion caught up with her, Paulie had left them talking and now sat on the bed as she dropped the candle onto the bedside table. She climbed into the welcome warmth and blew out the flame. She closed her eyes and was just drifting off when the room filled with light. Paulie snapped upwards and looked around.

      Her smartphone lay on the little table. It had been dead since the second day and she'd had no way to recharge it but, more from force of habit than for any other reason, she'd brought it with her from her apartment and plugged in the charger. Graff had been running the generator for a while and this little room must have been on the same circuit as the makeshift hospital.

      Now the smartphone screen lit up and she grabbed it, swiping the unlock screen and squinting at what it showed as her eyes adjusted to the bright screen.

      It was a text. The date was Saturday the 14th at 4 p.m.—the day after the night of death.

      Mommy, where are you? I'm scared.

      Luna
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      "I wouldn't have pulled the trigger," Solly said for what felt like the tenth time.

      Janice sat on the couch between the two boys and watched as they sipped on their hot chocolate. Ross stood by them with an expression of sullen resentment on his face. He held the flashlight like an offensive weapon.

      "Can we question them now?" Solly asked.

      Janice gave a sigh, looked up at him and nodded.

      "What are your names?" he began.

      The boys ignored him, focusing their attention on the dregs of their instant hot chocolate. Both looked as though they were African American and Solly put the elder at around fifteen and the younger at maybe ten.

      "Would it help if we told you ours?" Janice said in a soothing voice. "I'm Janice. That's Solly and that's Ross."

      The older boy followed her hand as she gestured. Solly caught fear and defiance in his eyes as they met briefly before moving on to Ross who returned the glare with interest. The younger boy acted as if Janice hadn't spoken at all.

      "Jaxon," the older boy said, directing his words at Janice. "With an X. Most people call me JD. This is my bro, Dion."

      Janice looked up at Solly, who gave a resigned gesture and sat down in the armchair.

      "Why did you break in, Jaxon?" Janice asked.

      The boy began to fidget with his cup; shaking his head as if to deny he'd done it. "Can't break into what's your own," he said. "This is our place."

      "What do you mean?"

      Jaxon swept his arm around the room. "We live here."

      "But it was empty."

      The boy shook his head again, as if she were too stupid for words. "No, we live here, in this park. Pine Wood, it's ours."

      Solly's patience expired. "Don't be ridiculous. There must be fifty homes here, so why break into the one we're in?"

      "Well, there's more'n just me and D," Jaxon spat. "There's hundreds of us. You're surrounded and your little piece ain't gonna keep you safe for long, not once the old man hears what you was gonna do to me."

      "Old man?"

      "Oh, you'll see him soon enough, that's for sure," Jaxon said.

      But Solly could tell he was no great actor. The boy was frightened.

      "Well, we can't do anything until the sun's up," Janice said. "I'll make us some coffee and warm up some beans."

      Solly drew the revolver from his pocket and pulled back the curtain to gaze out the window. He thought he could detect the very first hint of light between the trees.

      Without warning, the younger boy leaped up and sprinted out of the living room. Ross yelled, and ran after him, but Dion had managed to open the door and disappear into the darkness before Ross could reach him.

      "No!" Janice said as he went to follow the younger boy. "We have to stay together."

      Solly returned to the window as Jaxon sat on the sofa, wearing a smirk that was almost entirely convincing.

      

      They came as light spread through the park. At least two dozen children surrounded the little house. So, Jaxon had exaggerated their numbers. Solly watched them through the living room window. Most looked younger than Jaxon, some were no more than five or six, and there was a roughly even mix of girls and boys. Many looked African American, but he saw Caucasians and Hispanics as well as an Asian boy. He could see no firearms or bladed weapons, but they each carried something that could do damage—baseball bats, pipes and, in the case of the smaller children, rocks.

      Solly pocketed the revolver and gestured to Jaxon to get up. There was no point holding him any longer since Solly wasn't about to fire on children in any event.

      Jaxon sneered at Solly as he opened the door. A huge cheer went up as he pranced down the steps like a returning hero before another boy of a similar age whispered in his ear. Jaxon turned around and, hands on hips, addressed his former captors who stood watching from the door.

      "I got some bad news," he shouted, "the old man wants to see you." He put on a voice like a commentator at a boxing match and gestured them forward.

      "Come on now, ain't gonna help none if we have to come in there and get you."

      Solly nodded to the others. He'd slipped the semi-automatic into a drawer on their way out as he didn't doubt they'd take his gun from him and he'd rather sacrifice Mona's revolver. To his surprise, however, the children simply escorted them noisily across the wet grass and onto the circuit road. They were singing as they went and, despite the danger, Solly relished the sound; it had a vitality to it that he'd missed in the past days.

      A large mobile home sat near the center of the community. Solly noticed that a flexible pipe had been attached to the chimney—an air conditioning conduit, maybe—and ran down the far side of the house to disappear into the trees. He guessed there was heating inside, and the hose took the warm exhaust air away and dissipated it in the woods. Clever.

      The door opened as they went up the ramp and an older girl stood there. "You must wait here," she said as Jaxon made to follow. He gave a grunt of annoyance but obeyed instantly.

      They found the man in the living room, next to him sat a black Labrador.

      "Ah, at last," he said. "Come and sit down. This here is Oscar and my name is Arnold, though some of the children call me Grampa. To others, I am simply the old man which is, sad to say, accurate enough."

      He was a black man, thick set with close cropped white hair, thick glasses and a short white beard that looked as though it had grown through lack of grooming and not a fashion choice. Solly rubbed his own stubble, remembering the joy of that last shave at Neil's community.

      Arnold was sitting behind a dining table and Solly stepped forward to greet him. The man was sitting in a wheelchair.

      "Excuse me if I don't get up," he said. "Diabetes took my legs and now I'm good for nothing. 'Cept these kids seem to need me."

      Janice gave him a peck on the cheek and then he looked up at Ross. "Ah, I see you have a young man with you as well. I guess he's not yours?"

      "I can speak for myself," Ross said. "No, we're not related."

      "We're a team," Janice said, squeezing Ross's arm and smiling as he flushed.

      At Arnold's invitation, they sat at the table. Faces pressed to the windows from outside. "You'll have to forgive them," he said. "I've told them this'll be adult talk, but they can't help themselves."

      Ross fidgeted a little and looked uncertainly at Janice, but it was Solly who spoke, "You've done things this past week that most fully-grown men would shy away from. Your actions make you an adult more than years ever could." The boy's face went even redder, but he was smiling as he settled back into his chair.

      They could hear a kettle boiling in the kitchen and, a couple of minutes later, the girl who'd let them into the house brought a tray with four cups and a teapot. "This here is my granddaughter, Liana. I thank the Lord every day that she was spared. Get yourself a cup, Liana, and join us." Solly noticed Ross's eyes following the girl as she left the table and again as she returned a few moments later to sit with them.

      "So, what happened?" Janice said as Arnold poured the tea.

      "Well, I've lived here for almost five years now. When I lost my legs, I sold my apartment and bought this place. All one level, you see, and I can get my chair everywhere I need to. I was a bit of a sportsman in my day, I ran a basketball club in the town, and Liana made me keep up the coaching even after the operation. She's a pretty mean player. And then, that night, I watched everything going to hell around me on the news."

      They sat in silence for a few moments as they each remembered their experience of those first hours. Mona's face loomed large in Solly's memories and he felt his throat tighten. And there was that poor man on the subway steps. And Marek the medic who'd tried to help but had gotten on the train before it was crushed in a collision.

      Arnold swallowed some tea. "I couldn't get through to no one on the phone, but next day Liana showed up and I don't mind telling you, I could have filled a river with my tears when I saw her. Tears of joy and relief, but then she told me of her mom and dad, my son."

      Liana took his hand as he wiped the wetness from his face and sobbed quietly.

      "I stayed with Grampa that day, but then I thought about my friends, so I went back into town," she said.

      "I begged her not to go," Arnold said, "but she has her mother's fire. That was the worst few hours of my life, waiting to see if she'd come back."

      Liana smiled at him. "I found Jaxon first, then we went around the houses of the other club members we knew. We only found a few, but we brought them back here. Jaxon said we should check some of the homes here, and we found some as were empty."

      "He's a good boy, could be a good man, if this world doesn't corrupt him before then," Arnold added. "Over the next days, more and more of them turned up."

      "Me, Jaxon and some of the older kids found all the empty homes. We haven't been in the others."

      "And you've been here ever since? It's eleven days, isn't it?"

      Arnold nodded. "Yeah, and now we've got a problem. Well, several problems. First, there's food and water. So far, we've gotten enough from the other homes here. A lot were empty, it being the winter soon, and most of the other residents who survived the night hightailed it. Water works in the homes with solar to keep the battery charged and the pumps running, but I guess that'll stop sooner or later. We've got some gas for heating, but we can't stay hid here forever. Someone's gonna come sneaking around, and next time they may not be as friendly as you three."

      "We need to find somewhere near with food and fresh water, that we can make secure. And with enough space for everyone," Liana said.

      Solly gave a somewhat derisive grunt. "Not asking for much, are you?"

      He was rewarded with a kick under the table from Janice.

      "You're right enough," Arnold said. "But if it weren't for these damn legs, I'd have gone looking before now. I got prosthetics, but they ain't much use for a long walk, or for running when it's called for. These are kids we're talking about. They're our only hope for any sort of a future and I'm responsible for them."

      Janice sighed. "At least we've only got ourselves to look after. You've taken a big responsibility on yourselves."

      Liana looked at her grandfather, then back at Janice before standing up. "You don't know the worst of it yet." She put her hand out and led Janice, the others following, out of the trailer. Oscar the dog trotted along behind them.

      "Are you gonna show them?" one girl said as they emerged.

      "Hush your mouth," Liana snapped, making a path through the children and heading toward a neighboring mobile home. It was a breezy day as the trees rustled and their leaves swept across the grass, but Solly thought he could hear strangely familiar high-pitched sounds coming from the house.

      Liana stopped at the top of the ramp and rested her hand on the door handle. "This is why we have to go and, once you've seen, you're gonna have to help us. Right?"

      Janice nodded before Solly could respond though, in truth, he was as eager to see what was behind the door as she was. Then a cry went up and he gasped. Janice ran up the ramp and through the door.

      "Oh my lord, they're babies!"

      Solly took one look inside, breathing in the rich aroma of soiled diapers, then ran back across the grass and stormed into Arnold's living room. "You brought babies here?"

      "I didn't," he said, shaking his head sadly. "Some of them came with their older brothers or sisters, and Liana found others as she was looking for her friends. What was she to do? Leave them to die? It breaks my heart that we must have missed so many."

      Solly slumped onto the couch. "But you've got nearly as many of them as you have older children. How are you caring for them?"

      "With difficulty. Some of my flock have had to grow up very quickly, especially Liana. She has become like a mother to them, even though many are the same age as she is. We've emptied the grocery stores in town of infant formula and now we're feeding them sterilized cow's milk. But, as you can see, their accommodation is not sufficient, and it is impossible to keep them quiet. I have been dreading the day when strangers came calling since we couldn't hide from them. I am so glad those strangers were you three."

      He leaned forward in his chair and looked down at Solly. "Will you help us? We need you."

      Solly shook his head slowly. "I'm sorry, Arnold, I really am. But I have my own family to worry about."

      "They're alive?"

      "I don't know," he said. The next words stuck in his throat. "Probably not, but I have to find out. I made a promise. They're my responsibility."

      "Where are they?"

      Solly ran his palms over his eyes and sat back. "Texas."

      "Oh my. But you can do some good here, my friend. Help us and then go find your family."

      As Solly lay back in the couch, he closed his eyes as if to shut out where he was. Then he heard footsteps behind him and Janice's voice speaking nonsense words.

      "If I help you, the chances are I'll never leave," he said finally, opening his eyes. "That's the God honest truth." He felt a weight settling on his shoulders. A ball and chain that would keep him here when he wanted with all his heart to find his children and Bella or, at least, to get definite news.

      Janice dropped into the sofa beside him, cooing at something in the crook of her arm.

      He looked down at the baby lying there. It was only a few months old and, judging by the color of its clothes, it was a boy. A boy like his Jacob who, dead or alive, was over a thousand miles away. The baby made a sort of contented grumbling noise and its bright blue eyes turned to Solly. And he was lost.
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      "Why are they so interested in us?" Bella said, as she watched the bikers moving in the street below. "There must be softer targets."

      Nathan focused his attention on the ringleader. "The trouble with having iron railings and CCTV is it makes people think you've got something you want to protect."

      "I have—my family."

      "Some folks see a lock and they want to pick it. And they might have seen us coming back from the grocery store; figured we've got supplies."

      Bella's mind snapped back to the fight in the parking lot and Hank's execution. That had been two days ago, and Nathan had since reverted to the friendly, warm, persona she'd thought was his natural one. But she couldn't forget the clinical way he'd dealt with Hank. Her attacker had been a filthy creep, but she'd seen the utter terror in his eyes and it had chilled her very soul.

      Right now, however, as she watched the bikers milling around outside, she needed him. Fight fire with fire.

      They'd disappeared quickly after they'd first turned up, but now they were back, and their numbers had swelled to around a dozen. Most were white men—some looked barely out of their teens, others where white-haired and bearded—and they lounged around outside wearing the black leathers and denims that were their trademark. She had no idea how they'd managed to find each other, but they were all guided by a single purpose: getting into her house.

      She turned to see Al approaching. He'd found his aged police-issue shotgun in the garage where Solly had hidden it when the old man had moved to the retirement home. That had been one argument he hadn't won with the managers of the Bayou View—the no firearms rule was strictly enforced—so he'd handed it to his son-in-law for safekeeping along with a box of slugs.

      "Nothin' going on around back, Tiger," he said as he joined them at the window overlooking the main road.

      Nathan nodded. "They're getting ready to do something."

      The leader looked up at the window where they stood and waved. "Come on down!" he called. "We need to have a little chat."

      

      "The name's Max," he said, as Bella and Nathan faced him through the bars of the gate. Al had remained upstairs, his shotgun trained on them from the open window. Bella sincerely hoped he wouldn't be forced to use it; they had enough danger in front of them without having to worry about her father accidentally blowing her head off.

      "What do you want, Max?" Nathan responded. With Bella's help, he'd put on his military uniform. His left arm was getting better, but still had nothing like full mobility and the black-ringed hole in the back of the jacket bore testament to his brush with death. From Max's perspective, however, Nathan looked like a fit soldier, ready and able to deal out deadly force.

      "Well, we just want to take a look around, soldier," he said.

      Nathan shook his head. "This lady owns the property, you don't. I suggest you move along."

      The biker gave a gap-toothed smile. He looked as though he was in his thirties, with thick black hair, a handlebar mustache and pock-marked skin.

      "Well, you see, property don't mean nothin' in a age of anarchy. It belongs to them's with the strength to take it and keep it."

      Nathan simply stared at Max who, after a few seconds, turned his gaze on Bella. "Now, can't you see that we can all get what we want if you're reasonable? You let us in, and we'll share a little of what you got, then we'll be on our way. Everyone's a winner."

      Her heart was thumping in her chest, but Bella had never been a shrinking violet, and, in this post-apocalyptic reality, there was no room for softness or the appearance of weakness. "You obviously think I'm an idiot," she said. "I know exactly what will happen if we let you in. Now, I'm giving you a chance to move along with all your limbs still attached."

      It was a pretty lame threat, she knew, but she'd had little practice.

      Max smiled again, exuding a confidence in front of his followers that might have been genuine. "Well, then, little lady, I guess we're gonna have to take it for ourselves."

      "You're willing to risk your lives," she gestured at the listening audience behind him, "to break into a house when you don't know whether we've got anything worth taking? We've got you covered—make a move and we'll shoot."

      Gesturing at the window on the first floor, Max said, "That old man? Can he even see me from up there?"

      There was a crack from over Bella's shoulder and Max fell as the brickwork next to him exploded. He climbed back to his feet, wiping dust and debris from his face.

      "There ain't nothin' wrong with my eyes," came a call from the open window, "nor my ears neither! Now you hightail it outta here before I take that ugly head off its shoulders."

      With a snarl, Max stepped back, keeping the gatepost between him and the window upstairs.

      Nathan pulled on Bella's arm. "Come on, we'd better get inside."

      

      "I can't believe we're even talking about this," Bella said, as she stood in the hallway. Al was upstairs, keeping an eye on the bikers below while Bella, Nathan and the kids held council.

      "Yeah, we're not giving up our house," Jake said.

      "I hope it won't come to that," Nathan responded, "but we have to have a fallback position, a plan B. After all, we're badly outgunned. Every one of them has at least a handgun and all we've got is a Bersa semi-automatic and Al's 870. It's really going to depend on how determined they are. They might have been bribed to go, but Al stirred up the hornet's nest by humiliating their leader."

      Maddie snorted. "It was pretty funny, though."

      "It was," Nathan said, "but it makes our situation more difficult—they're now more determined, and they'll be cautious. Now, did you do as we agreed?"

      Maddie nodded. "Yes, we loaded the supplies."

      "And the cache?"

      "Hidden under the decking out back," Jake said. After their return from the grocery store, Bella had suggested Jake and Maddie should gather together their most precious personal possessions, along with some of hers, and bury them somewhere so, if they were forced to leave, they'd be able to return one day and recover them. It had been a way to keep them busy and, hopefully, to help them process what had happened since that night, and the kids had approached the task with enthusiasm. They'd filled a sports bag with the stuff and wrapped it in a black sack before lifting some boards from the deck and burying it beneath.

      "When do you think they'll attack?" Bella asked.

      "I'd do it after dark."

      Al appeared at the top of the stairs. "They're coming!" he hissed.

      Nathan shrugged. "Remember plan B. We might be able to scare them off, but, if not, you have to get the children away."

      She pulled him to her and kissed his cheek. Whatever she thought about the dark side to Nathan's personality, he was plainly on their side and right now they needed him. Perhaps they needed a monster.

      Bella watched as he sprinted up the stairs, then shook her head and gave the children a brief hug. "Remember, stay out of sight."

      She expected one or both of them to protest, but they were obviously frightened, despite their brave words and, in any case, they had no weapons. They both nodded and ran up the stairs to take position near a window overlooking the back as Bella ran into the kitchen to grab her chef's knife before following Nathan.

      Al stood at the window, looking down the barrel of his Remington, his hand resting on the fore-stock, scanning left to right. Bella peered between the blinds of the next window just in time to see a head appear behind the iron railings down below. It was rising as if being lifted by others and, within a few seconds, the figure was standing with his hands on the top of the railings, getting ready to pull himself up.

      There was a bang to her right and blood misted from the attacker's leg as he collapsed backwards. "Got him!" Al called as he pumped another shell into the chamber. "That'll give them something to chew on!"

      "Mom!"

      Bella spun around and, as she did so, the window exploded inwards and she fell to the floor. "Keep out of sight!" Nathan called.

      Jake appeared, panting. "They're in the back garden!"

      Nathan ran past him. Bella pushed herself to her feet, carefully avoiding shards of glass, and followed.

      "Dammit," Nathan spat. "They're not as dumb as I thought. The attack out front was a diversion. Never underestimate your enemy."

      He drew away from the window and ran down the stairs, with Bella on his tail. Fists were beating on the back door. He turned to her as she joined him. "D'you reckon the kids will do what we said?"

      "Yeah, they're smart enough."

      "And you?"

      "Have we lost already?"

      He shrugged as the door began to groan. "Can't tell how many are out back, but if enough have got in while we were watching the front, then we don't stand much chance. If it comes to it, you have to follow the plan, to the letter. D'you understand?"

      "Of course," Bella said, "but I'm not giving up yet." She hefted the knife, fear mingling with hatred of whatever came in through that door.

      It burst open and a large man with a blonde beard stood in the door frame. Nathan fired, but the man merely staggered and brought his shotgun to bear. Another crack and he fell backwards, red erupting from the side of his head. Al stood at the foot of the stairs, Jake and Maddie behind him, both white with horror. "Looks like some of them have got bullet-proof vests—aim for the head!"

      The next man fell to a shot from Nathan's Bersa and the other attackers drew back. He took guard at the doorway as a window smashed to Bella's right.

      Without thinking, she ran into the bathroom to find a man landing on the floor. Before he could bring his pistol up, she launched herself at him. Her knife swung through the air, slashing along his shoulder and down his arm. He yelled in pain, twisting onto his back, and dropping the handgun. She picked it up and leveled it at him. He put up his hands as if to ward off the shot and her finger wrapped around the trigger. This weapon was much heavier than her Bersa and her hands were shaking as they stood facing each other. It was probably only a couple of seconds, but she made a choice in that moment. She wasn't a killer. She stepped back, shut the bathroom door and locked it, cursing herself for her stupidity.

      Nathan fired a shot through the open back door as the front door also came under attack.

      "Here, take this," Bella said, handing the gun to him

      He took it and flipped out the magazine. "Glock G40," he said, before handing back the Bersa. "Fifteen shots. Get ready for plan B."

      Bella looked up at the children cowering behind Al on the stairs. Suddenly, the front door burst open, the shotgun kicked, and a body flew back.

      "Go now!" Nathan hissed. "I can't keep them pinned down any longer."

      "Hold on, that's not the plan! We're all going or none of us!"

      Nathan turned to her and she saw the determination in his eyes. "No time. If they get into the garage, we're all dead. Now, get the kids out of here!"

      Another blast from the shotgun and the front entrance was clear again. A pellet ricocheted off the back door-frame and a picture fell to the floor, shattering as it landed. Maddie let out a cry and covered her ears before she and Jake scrambled across to Bella, followed by their grandpa.

      "No, I'll hold the fort," the old man said. "You take young Nathan with you. He'll be a lot more use than a silly old fool like me."

      Nathan fired again, then shouted. "Get out of here! I was trained for this. You need a long head start and I intend to give it to you. Go!" He waved his arm at Al who stepped down to the bottom of the stairs and took his hand.

      "You're a solid gold hero," the old man said before moving over to Bella. "Come on, girl."

      "We can't leave him here!" Jake said as Nathan swung around and shot into the entrance.

      Bella pushed him into the passageway that led to the garage and, as she did so, she caught Nathan's eye as he tried to cover both the front and back. She hoped her glance communicated her gratitude. She'd been wrong about him. He wasn't a monster, he was the sort of man the new world needed. She muttered a silent prayer for them all and flung the garage door open.

      "Lock it!" she said. Al was the last to make it into the garage. He wiped away the tears and locked the door.

      The children were already in the back seat.

      Now for the biggest gamble. Al sat alongside her, shotgun ready, and she held her Bersa, though heaven only knew how many rounds either had left. Not many, certainly. She put her key in the ignition, drew in a breath, and hit the gate release and garage door buttons at the same moment. Neither was designed to open quickly, and Bella watched, her heart racing and her gun trained, as the gap grew slowly wider. As soon as it was wide enough, she started the car and immediately stabbed her foot down onto the gas.

      As the car emerged into the daylight, she caught sight of several figures kneeling at the entrance, firing inside. They turned as the car passed them and Al fired twice, taking one down and forcing the others under cover. Bella felt the punch of a bullet hitting the driver's door, but she was almost at the gate. She didn't wait for it to fully open but used the car's momentum to force the gates apart with a hideous screech.

      They flew out onto the road, and she caught sight of people running after them, only to fall on their faces. She saw Nathan standing momentarily in the front door, before he turned and ran back. She could hear shot after shot coming from inside as she squealed around the gate post. The attackers had parked their bikes in a group and, between them and the brick wall that marked the border of the house, huddled some women. Bella ignored them and swung the car, plowing it into the nearest bike and sending it crashing into the others.

      The car bounced away and she drew in a deep breath of burning rubber and gasoline.

      "Open the window!" Al called to Jake, before pointing his shotgun through it. A deafening bang and the car stunk of gunpowder. With a woomf, one of the bikes erupted into flame and soon they were all engulfed.

      "My last shot," Al said. "And it was a good one. Boy, I hope Tiger got out of there."

      Bella put her foot down and the car lurched back onto the main street and toward the junction she and Nathan had cleared a couple of days ago. She wiped a tear from her cheek and quietly thanked God for sending him to them.
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      Solly looked up at the underside of the Dwight D. Eisenhower Highway, then glanced back and gestured to Ross to get a move on.

      Jaxon stood beside him, enjoying the brief shelter from the rain provided by the silent road above, as Ross finally caught up with them.

      "The slower you walk, the wetter you'll get," Solly said to him as the boy took off his baseball cap and shook the water out of it.

      "Not true," Jaxon said. "It's a little-known scientific fact. Doesn't matter how fast you go, you get just as wet."

      Solly began rummaging in his pack to find the food they'd brought with them. "Thank you, Professor Proton," he said, handing Jaxon a chunk of hard cheese, an apple and a pack of potato chips.

      The boy looked at it with a mixture of hunger and disappointment. "I'd give my right ball for some real actual bread. Like a proper sandwich, you know?"

      "Making bread's not rocket science," Solly said. "Flour, water, yeast and heat."

      Jaxon chewed on his cheese and pulled a face. "And we ain't got none of those, 'cept water." He allowed himself to slide down the wall of the bridge support and sat with his legs outstretched.

      Solly had warmed to him as he'd gotten to know the boy a little better. A typical young teenager, he changed completely when he was away from the younger children and, particularly, the girls.

      On the other hand, Ross had withdrawn. He'd almost thrown a fit when Arnold had suggested Jaxon come with them to scout for a place to hide. Solly was worried about the boy. Perhaps the shoe was finally about to drop.

      Once they'd finished their meal, such as it was, they headed out from the shelter and back into the drizzle. They were walking along a small rural road that cut through a flat landscape of grass and barren trees. Aside from the complete lack of movement, it could have been a perfectly normal, if wet, stroll. Except that there was no hint of road-noise from the highway behind them, so they walked in an eerie silence broken only by the whistling of the wind.

      They passed houses to the left and right, but Solly was looking for something more secluded. And it'd have to be pretty big to house all of Arnold's kids. He insisted on thinking of them as the old man's responsibility, though he knew he was only fooling himself.

      They'd been walking for another hour when they reached an intersection with a larger road. They'd seen almost no cars on the back-lanes, but here the road was entirely blocked in several places. It was almost as if someone had deliberately pushed vehicles into groups to blockade it.

      "Look!" Ross said. "It's a Walmart!"

      "It's not a store, it's a distribution center," Solly responded as they trotted across the silent road and toward the low, white building. An American flag fluttered fitfully in the breeze beside a guard hut. The orange and white striped barrier was down.

      "Hold on," Solly said as his spider sense tingled.

      Just as they stopped, a figure leaped out of the guard hut, shotgun in hand. He was wearing military fatigues, a bullet-proof vest and sunglasses.

      "Halt right there," he called, bringing his weapon to bear. "Raise your arms and declare yourselves."

      They stood, arms up, around ten yards apart. Now that he was up close, Solly could see that the guard was a young man, maybe even a teenager. And he was no soldier. But he was holding a gun, so Solly gave his name. "I was just checking this place out."

      "Were you fixin' to steal anythin'?" the young man said. "'Cos this facility is now state property. I'm here on account of the National Guard bein' mobilized to secure it."

      "You're National Guard?" Solly said, unable to keep the disbelief from his voice.

      He saw the hesitation.

      The man shrugged. "My daddy was. He got the call, but he fell down dead before he could get out here, so I came instead."

      "Hey man," Jaxon said, walking out from behind Solly. "You're Landon, right? Landon Briggs? I know you from the club, right."

      The man lowered his shotgun and used his other hand to peer over his sunglasses. "Jax? Is it you?" He let out a yell and ran toward Jaxon, wrapping him in an embrace. "I ain't seen nobody I know in two weeks. Man, it's good to see you, it sure is. And these here are with you?"

      Jaxon nodded. "This is Sol, and this is Ross, his right-hand man."

      "Well, that changes everything. You wanna go inside? I got the key. If one of you will stay on guard, I'll show you around." He held out the shotgun, stock first, and Ross took it.

      "Do you know how to use one of those?" Solly said.

      Ross shook his head. "No, but I've seen them in the movies."

      "It's fully loaded, so you just have to push the safety down by the trigger guard, aim and fire. Then you pump another slug into the chamber with that bit," he said, pointing at the fore-stock, "and bang. Easy."

      Ross smiled and Solly realized what had been bugging the boy. While it had been just the three of them, he'd had a role, but once they'd met Jaxon and the others, he became just one kid among many. Solly patted him on the shoulder. "Now, you take care. You see anything, and you call out, okay? No heroics."

      

      An hour later, Solly, Jaxon and Ross were taking turns at pushing a shopping cart full of supplies along a country lane. Landon had told them of a farmhouse he knew along Mill Road that had been put up for sale shortly before the apocalypse. From his description, it sounded ideal—it was beside the river, so it was protected on one side, and it was set back from a road that had been pretty out of the way even in normal times.

      The drizzle had stopped, and the sky was brightening as they increased their pace, hoping to get to the farmhouse before it went dark. Solly didn't relish the prospect of having to find shelter as the light failed, stumbling into a dark house, not sure if it was still occupied by either the living or the dead.

      A gunshot rang out and the three of them spun around. It was coming from the Walmart.

      Without thinking, Jaxon ran off and, after a moment, Solly and Ross followed him. Another shot, then the crackle of returning fire.

      By the time Solly caught up with them and crouched, wheezing, behind the bush they were hiding in, the two boys had sized up the situation.

      "They're in that car," Ross said, pointing at a battered red sedan parked twenty yards from the guardhouse. The door nearest them was open and a figure crouched behind it, head popping up now and again.

      Landon appeared from behind the guard-house, leveled his gun in one smooth movement, and blasted a shot into the door.

      Solly spotted a head appear on the other side of the car and look along the approach road. "They're expecting reinforcements," he hissed. "He's on his own; we need to get him out quickly. See if you can creep around the back." He watched as the boys moved along the bushes, looking for a way to safely cross the lane.

      He flipped the safety on his SR40 and aimed it at one of the figures skulking behind the car door but, just as he was about to shoot, his target sat up, raised his handgun and fired off a round. They heard Landon cry out, and the man who'd shot him came out from cover and headed toward the guardhouse. There was no time to waste.

      Solly pulled the trigger. He'd aimed low and the bullet caught the man somewhere behind the knee and he collapsed to the floor, yelling as he wrapped his hands around his leg. A bullet fizzed past Solly's head as the attacker on the other side of the car opened fire. Solly heard the sound of revving engines and knew that they had seconds to get away.

      He needed to keep them pinned down so the boys could get Landon, so he returned fire without exposing his head. As he peered around the bush, he saw Ross and Jaxon half-dragging Landon out the back of the guard-post and away over the grass.

      The man he'd injured cried out, "Get them!" and the shooter moved around to the front of the car, his head appearing just over the hood, his gun raised and pointing at the boys. There was no time for thought, it was him or them. Solly raised himself up, took the gun in both hands and aimed along the barrel before cracking off two rounds. The man disappeared, just as a pickup truck squealed into the lane.

      Solly got up and ran for his life. He heard the crack of weapons behind him and the popping as a spray of bullets hit a tree a couple of feet away. He weaved back and forth, trying to make himself as hard to hit as possible, expecting to feel hot metal slice into his back at any moment.

      By the time he reached the boys, they'd gotten Landon to the edge of the park and into the neighboring scrub. Blood covered Landon's leg, but there was no time to do anything about it now. He put his shoulder under the boy's arm and, between them, they moved off into the trees.

      "We can't leave it! I got my duty to do," Landon moaned as they took a brief rest and listened for sounds of pursuit.

      "It wasn't your duty, son," Solly said, trying to keep his voice calm. "It was your father's. Sooner or later, you were going to be outgunned."

      "I was waitin' for reinforcements. From the Guard Base."

      Solly shook his head. "They aren't coming." He'd often thought how odd it was that he'd seen no sign of the military whatsoever over the past two weeks. They'd been mobilized on the first night and even with massive losses, there would still be thousands of them. But he had more pressing matters. "How far away is the farm?"

      Landon looked around, as if trying to orient himself. "The river's thataway," he said, pointing through the wood, "and the farm's on this bank."

      They picked him up by the arms and helped him through the trees, emerging in a lane on the other side.

      "Solly!" Ross called, gesturing along the lane at the shopping cart they'd left when they'd first heard the gunshots.

      "That's the first piece of luck we've had today," Solly said. They retrieved the cart and emptied its contents into the bushes, carefully concealing them so they could come back later and retrieve them. They'd brought some medical supplies, and Solly left a roll of bandages, some alcohol, water and some packets of dried food in the bottom, then helped the boys lift Landon inside. He looked ridiculous, lying on his back with his legs in the air, but it meant they could move faster, and it slowed the bleeding.

      They heard the river before they saw it. Mill Road ran along the bank and, before long, they were passing the blue painted wood and brick mill-house beside a weir. Conococheague Creek was about fifty yards wide here and, despite the failing light, it was easy to stay on track by keeping the river to their left as it meandered through the flat landscape.

      As they went, the road became narrower and the potholes more frequent. Landon had fallen asleep, despite their attempts to keep him awake, and Solly was beginning to wonder if they'd missed the farmhouse when he saw a small lane to his right. He left the cart there and walked a little way until he reached a gate. Almost perfectly hidden behind the bare trees and bushes in the half-light, Solly could glimpse a low white building. "This must be it," he called to the others. "And, if it isn't, it'll have to do for tonight. Come on!"

      They wheeled the cart up to the front door. "You wait here," Solly said as he took the flashlight from Ross. The door was locked, so Solly found a stone from the driveway and used it to smash the glass alongside it and slide his hand in to turn the latch. He drew the air of the house in through his nose. It smelled musty, but there was no trace of decay.

      "Come on, there's no one home," he said, and they manhandled Landon in through the door and onto the couch of the dim front room.

      Solly took his hunting knife and ripped the bottom part of Landon's pants off to expose the wound. It looked pretty ugly, but once cleaned up with some water, it turned out to be a flesh-wound. A small chunk of Landon's right calf had been blown away and would be scarred for life, but Solly reckoned he'd live. Landon cried out when he washed the wound with alcohol and it took both Ross and Jaxon to hold him down while Solly made sure nothing was left inside before wrapping it up in a clean bandage.

      They left Landon there and Solly quickly explored the house, just to be certain that it was unoccupied. Satisfied, he suggested that Jaxon and Landon camp in the front living room, while Solly and Ross made themselves comfortable in the dining room at the back. It was impossible to get a true picture of a place by torchlight, but it seemed to him that it was a classic, slightly careworn, farmhouse. Big, solid and roomy.

      Once they'd rolled out their sleeping bags, he and Ross sat by the camping stove as he boiled another kettle of water—the first having been used to make hot chocolate for Jaxon and Landon.

      "D'you think this place will do? To settle down in?" Ross said.

      Solly thought he detected a hint of fear in the boy's voice. "It looks good so far, but we'll need to check it out in the morning, make sure it's properly hidden. It looks as though it's big enough, and I'd bet good money there's a generator in the basement; this place is barely on the grid at all."

      "So, what happens next?"

      "Assuming it all checks out, we'll bring the kids here. We'll have to think about how we do that now we know there are bad guys around. If it comes down to it, we'll have to walk them across country a few at a time." Solly sighed, not relishing the logistics of getting dozens of children of all ages from the mobile home park to here safely and without attracting attention. And there was Arnold in his wheelchair to think about.

      "And then what?"

      Solly looked across at Ross. The boy was gazing into the blue flame of the little stove. "What are you really asking?"

      Ross paused for a moment as if coming to a point of decision. "When you go, are you gonna take me with you?"

      For a moment, Solly didn't know how to respond. "What do you mean?"

      Ross turned to him. "You want to find your family, I know that. So, one day you're gonna leave."

      "I'm honestly not thinking that far ahead, at the moment."

      "Don't lie to me," Ross said. "They're on your mind all the time. Every stop we've made has been temporary. As soon as you can, you'll be back on the road."

      Solly shook his head. "I won't leave until it's safe for me to do so."

      "Safe for who?"

      "Come on, Ross! Safe for them, of course. I didn't want to take responsibility, but it seems I have, we have. There's no way out for me, not that I can see, not for a while."

      They sat listening to the hiss of the gas and the bubbling of the kettle as it approached the boil.

      "What's Jake like?" Ross asked.

      Solly smiled. "He's a lot like you," he said. "Clever, resourceful and a moody pain in the butt."

      "Take me with you when you go," Ross said.

      "It'll be safer for you to stay."

      Ross shrugged. "I don't care. You're not my dad, but..."

      Solly felt a lump in his throat. He reached out and put his hand on Ross's shoulder. "I said at the beginning that good folk should stick together, but d'you know what else I've learned in the past two weeks?"

      The boy shook his head.

      "That family isn't just about blood, it's about trust and love. You and Janice, you're family now. Whatever happens, you'll get to choose what you do. I won't leave you behind unless you want to stay."

      The kettle began to sing. Solly lifted it from the stove and poured it into the enamel mugs. The air filled with the scent of warm chocolate as he handed one to Ross, who smiled.

      He left the stove burning and they took turns warming their hands over its blue flame. They could have been father and son sharing a camping adventure, but Solly couldn't hide from the truth. For better or worse, he was a literal man.

      This farmhouse could become an oasis of safety and warmth in a crumbling world. A place full of life in an America where highways and homes were inhabited by the dead. They sat in front of the fire, a glimmer of light in the darkness. And out there, in the shadows, was his family. His true family.

      One day, he would seek them out. One way or another, he would find out whether they were alive or, as seemed far more likely, that they'd died two weeks ago.

      He would go because he could not live with the uncertainty. He would go because he loved them.

      Solly sat watching the fire and fighting back the despair that gripped his heart. It had taken an apocalypse to discover just how much he loved his family and it was almost certainly too late. A tear rolled down his eye as he felt Ross lay a hand on his shoulder. Whatever the future held, they would face it together.
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      It was too cold to enjoy fishing, but they had to eat, so Solly Masters cast his line again and pulled the blanket around him. Ross, Jaxon and two other boys were sitting by the bank with fishing poles they'd found on an expedition into Hagerstown. None of them had ever fished before and their attempts to assemble their rods, thread line, tie on hooks and impale bits of earthworm would have been comical if the situation hadn't been so deadly serious.

      Until now, they'd been relying entirely on scavenged supplies, but their safety depended on remaining unnoticed. Every time they went into town they risked being attacked by desperate individuals and the more organized groups that were now springing up. So, they had to become as self-sufficient as possible as quickly as they could, though Conococheague Creek was not proving generous so far.

      Solly glanced at the boys along the bank. Ross sat next to him, hunched over the rod that sat across his legs and gazing out at the river where his float bobbed on the sullen surface. Since they'd discovered the farmhouse that was now serving as their base of operations, Ross had transformed from a taciturn teenager to an open, kind and generous young man. Most surprisingly, he and Jaxon had become firm friends and the two of them were chatting from time to time as they sat on the bank.

      The transformation of Ross was one small miracle in a world gone dark. Five weeks ago, Solly had been an unemployed and newly divorced app developer from Texas living in a rented apartment in downtown Manhattan.

      "What's so funny?" Ross said.

      "Funny? Nothing. Call it gallows humor," Solly responded, realizing he'd chuckled out loud. "I was just remembering how I'd thought my world had ended when I lost my job. And then it actually did end, and I realize just how insignificant my problems were back then. Nothing I couldn't fix. And now..." He shrugged.

      Ross tightened his line and then blew on his hands to warm them. "You're pretty awesome, Sol, but I don't think you can fix the entire world."

      Jaxon called from the other side of Ross. "How do you eat an elephant, Solly?"

      "One bite at a time," Solly and Ross chimed in response.

      "Well this farmhouse, it's our first bite," Jaxon said.

      Solly smiled and transferred his gaze out to the creek where his float bobbed. One bite at a time had been their mantra as soon as they'd chosen the farmhouse as their new base of operations. There was so much to do to make it habitable and secure, then to bring the children and babies—not to mention Arnold who'd long ago lost his legs to diabetes—let alone find a way to care for and feed them. So Solly had explained the principle of breaking a task down into manageable chunks and only worrying about the next one. The unintended consequence being that it was quoted back to him at every opportunity.

      "My eyes are going funny," Ross said. "When I look away from the river, it seems as though the bank's moving."

      With a blur of movement, Jaxon raised his arm. A fish leaped out of the water before plunging back beneath the surface. "I got one!"

      "Gently does it!" Solly called. "Don't break the line. Just reel it in slow." He watched as Jaxon guided the fish into the bank, then handed his rod to Ross before bending down.

      "Yuck, it's slimy!" he called out, recoiling.

      Solly went to join him. "It's not slimy, it's cold and wet," he said, feeling the thing wriggling in his hands. He had no idea what species it was, but it was a good size, a foot or so in length, and looked edible.

      "Nice one, Jaxon. Now, a few more of these and we can have fried fish tonight."

      His mouth watered at the prospect and he was just picturing it in his mind's eye when a cry went up from the direction of the farmhouse.

      "Uncle Solly!"

      He turned to see a girl standing on the bank above him, puffing. "What is it Kayla?"

      "There's a man!"

      He leaped up and drew the gun from his pocket. "Where?"

      "At the farm. Landon's got him covered, but Auntie Janice told me to come fetch you."

      Ross and Jaxon stood up, but Solly waved them back down again. "You stay here but keep your ears open."

      He climbed the bank and headed off at a trot toward the farmhouse, fear coursing through his veins. They'd been discovered.

      

      The man stood with his hands held high at the foot of the steps leading up to the farmhouse. Landon sat in a rocking chair, his shotgun aimed directly at the man's head with Janice beside him. As soon as she caught sight of Solly, she waved, and the visitor turned to face him.

      He wore a long brown leather coat with a matching wide brimmed hat that cast a shadow over his eyes. He was white, lean and unshaven, but he didn't look desperate. And he wasn't frightened.

      "My name is Jeremiah," he said in a cut glass English accent as Solly approached. "I have come to collect the package Khaled entrusted to you. Is it still here?"

      "What does he mean?" Landon called. The young man had largely recovered from a bullet wound to the leg but still wasn't fully mobile. He was spending his convalescence in a rocking chair on the porch wrapped in a blanket made of crochet squares of seemingly random colors.

      Solly didn't answer either Jeremiah or Landon. He approached the stranger and searched him for weapons, emerging with a snub-nosed revolver and hunting knife that he handed to Janice.

      "Follow me," he said before leading Jeremiah up the stairs and in through the door.

      Arnold wheeled himself out of the living room, but the question died on his lips as Solly shook his head before crossing the hall and opening the door to the room that had become his. He gestured the man into his desk chair and stood over him, revolver in hand.

      Throughout, the man had remained calm and relaxed, as if everything was happening exactly as expected.

      Solly opened with the most important question. "How did you find me?"

      The man's face spread in a self-satisfied smile. "So, you are the man Khaled gave it to? Excellent."

      "Answer my question," Solly said. "How did you know I was here?"

      Jeremiah shrugged. "I didn't," he began. Then, holding his hands up to quell Solly's fury, he said, "Look, I will answer, but I am hungry and thirsty. Could we not discuss this like civilized men over a pot of coffee and a bite to eat?"

      "I don't feel inclined to be 'civilized' when I don't know whether the safety of the people here is under threat."

      "Then I can reassure you that your secret is safe with me. You are in no more danger now than you were before I located you. Now, do you have the means to make me a coffee or must I remain uncaffeinated?"

      Solly took him through to the large kitchen of the farmhouse, ordered the children out and poured a mug of coffee from the pot warming on the stove.

      "Ah, that's so good," Jeremiah said, sipping the rich black liquid with relish. "It's been a few days since I had a freshly made cup of joe."

      Solly watched the man's face carefully as he drank. His joy was genuine, unless he was a masterful actor, and the lines around his eyes opened as he swallowed, revealing pale pink skin beneath a layer of dirt and grime that suggested some days on the open road.

      "Now, tell me how you found me," Solly said.

      Jeremiah put his cup down. "I didn't find you, I found the cylinder. It has a tracking device, though it is no longer transmitting. This was the last known location and, when I saw that you match the description Khaled gave me, I knew it must still be here."

      "But if you found me, that means others can," Solly said, "which puts the children here in danger."

      "No, the frequency is only known to a few people, none of whom are a threat to your safety. I must say, though, I was expecting to find you, the boy and the woman, not an entire community. A community made up largely, it seems, of children. There is an interesting story behind this, I perceive."

      Solly shook his head. "No, you don't get to change the subject. What do you want of me?"

      "I wish you to hand over the package that Khaled gave you."

      "Assuming I still have it," Solly said in as noncommittal a voice as he could manage. "If you really do come from Khaled, you'll know the codeword he gave me before handing it over."

      Jeremiah chuckled. "Yes, he is not the world's most sophisticated secret agent, is he? I believe the codeword he chose was raven. Inspired, no doubt, by the carrion birds gorging themselves on the former population of New York."

      "It's no joking matter," Solly said, icily.

      "I'm sorry. You are quite correct. Five weeks ago, a virus was unleashed on humankind that, in one night, killed more people than the bubonic plague managed in centuries."

      Solly reached out and grabbed his arm. "It was a virus? How could it possibly get around the country so quickly?"

      "Not a biological virus, to be sure, but just as deadly. And it didn't affect the US alone—this was a global killing. In one night, 90% of the world's people died and another 5% joined them over the following couple of days." He leaned back and pushed the mug away. "We have to seek solace in simple pleasures in the face of such devastation."

      Rubbing his eyes, Solly slumped onto the table, allowing his revolver to rest inches from Jeremiah, who seemed to ignore it. Global? Solly hadn't given much thought to the rest of the world until the past week or so. He was still working on getting the farm's wind turbine working so they'd have at least some access to electricity and, hopefully, any news transmissions.

      "So you mean a technological virus," Solly said, finally. "BonesWare?"

      Jeremiah nodded solemnly. "Yes. Developed to save human lives, it turned into the carrier for the deadliest weapon ever created."

      "But I've got Bones, and so have most of the older kids here. Why did we survive?"

      "That is a difficult question to answer, but I will say this—it was unleashed by the Lee Corporation and they intend to release another wave that will bring the survivors of the apocalypse under their control."

      Solly felt all at sea. Half an hour ago, he'd been fishing in the local creek and now he was talking about the end of the world, mark two.

      "What do you mean?"

      Shrugging, Jeremiah said, "I don't know much more, but 98% of the US population had Bones devices, and the vast majority of those died immediately. That still leaves 10 million alive, plus another six million who hadn't been implanted. Imagine if the Lee Corporation could gain control over the remaining implants. They would hold an ax above the head of everyone with the device. That would be power indeed."

      "So, tell me Jeremiah," Solly said, "how is it that you are so very well informed?"

      Jeremiah sighed. "There is only so much I can reveal, I'm afraid. I ask you to take it on trust that I am working against the interests of the Lee Corporation and that your life and those of the people here will be all the safer once the package is removed."

      "What is it exactly?"

      "As I said, I cannot tell you everything because I do not know everything. I merely know that the package is of vital importance in preventing the second wave and I have been given a grid reference to deliver it to."

      Solly got up from the table and, keeping his eye firmly on the visitor, poured them both another cup of coffee. "Where is it going?"

      "I am under strict instructions to keep that confidential," Jeremiah said, again sensing Solly's temper flaring and holding up his hands. "Not because you are not to be trusted, but because the fewer who know, the less the risk of the Lees getting their hands on it. That really would be the end."

      Solly sat down again opposite the man. "So, you're all that stands between the Lee Corporation and the second wave?"

      Jeremiah let out a rich laugh that bounced around the kitchen. "It seems ridiculous, does it not? I see why you struggle to believe me—I do not look like much of a hero. Now, will you help me?"

      "I haven't decided yet," Solly answered, noting how Jeremiah's face darkened. "You look and smell as though you've been on the road for a long time. Luckily for you, it's bath night tonight, so we'll be heating water. I suggest you enjoy our hospitality today and we'll make a decision tomorrow."

      "You will allow me to roam freely?" Jeremiah said, his face clouded with suspicion.

      Solly shook his head. "You can enjoy my company for the afternoon, we can go fishing."

      

      It was dark. The babies had been bathed and the children and adults had taken precisely timed showers. Solly had been rather proud of his somewhat Heath Robinson method of getting the hot water from the fire pit outside to the hot water tank in the attic, but he'd foregone his shower and had sent Jeremiah in instead.

      He left Ross outside the door of the bathroom and ran downstairs to the basement, leaving the intervening doors open so Ross could warn him if there was any trouble. Using a candle to light his way, Solly went over to the thick oak table that had once, presumably, graced the kitchen but had then endured a second life as a workbench. On it sat a metal safe.

      Luckily the safe had been open when he'd discovered it and the combination had been written on a paper label on the inside of the door. Designed to withstand the house falling on top of it, the safe seemed the best place to put the cylinder that Khaled had given him.

      Solly's paranoid streak had not lessened since the end of the world, and he just wanted to check it was still there. It wasn't beyond the bounds of possibility, after all, that Jeremiah had a confederate who might have infiltrated the building while Solly was occupied.

      He keyed in the combination and pulled the door open. Solly breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the silver cylinder lying there untouched. He examined it, looking for any indication of which part might be transmitting its location.

      Suddenly, as he pulled it clear of the safe, he heard the electronic wail of an alarm coming from the upper floor.
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      Bella Masters stood on the balcony and watched the waves rolling in. It was a gray winter's day and a chill breeze blew in off the ocean. A few months before, Crystal Beach had teemed with families enjoying the golden sands and now the only sound was the wind in the palm trees and the crying of the gulls.

      She hadn't told anyone of her plans, not even Nathan, the injured soldier whose sacrifice had bought time for Bella, her father and her two children to escape. Solly's parents had owned this beach house for many years and she had fond memories of days spent together enjoying the simple pleasures that now seemed lost forever.

      Bella had been relieved to find the house empty when they'd arrived in their shot-up SUV. She'd stopped at the home of Solly's mother and left the children in the car as she went inside to find the old woman long dead in the living room. It had taken every ounce of self-control to stop herself from running back out again, so overwhelming was the stench and the sickeningly compelling sight of the remains of someone Bella had loved. Grief and guilt hit her like buckshot out of a double-barreled shotgun. She had thought of the old woman many times since the Long Night but had decided the trip was too far to risk. She was disgusted with herself, especially since she'd braved a similar distance to fetch her own father. But then, when she'd set off for his care home, she hadn't known that the world was falling apart around them. Bella almost felt that Solly's father, who'd died the previous year, had gotten off lightly.

      She'd found the keys to the beach house in their usual place and had just been about to go when an idea struck her. If Solly was still alive and made it back to Texas, he would first go to their home and then he'd be sure to come here to check on his mother. So, she scribbled a short note and left it in plain view. Only he would understand what she'd written, and she allowed herself to picture him arriving at the house and walking up the steps. Solid dependable Solly.

      The house was on Redfish Lane, a light blue wooden building raised on stilts against the occasional freak storm. It had taken many hours to get there and Bella had been forced to pick her way around abandoned cars, trying desperately not to run over anything lying in the road. Al had taken over for part of the journey, but his eyes weren't what they had been, and Bella had decided it was safest to drive by moonlight, so they were reduced to crawling along as she squinted into the darkness.

      She felt a sudden weight on her shoulders.

      "Thanks, Pop," she said, settling down into one of a pair of chairs on the veranda and drawing the blanket around her. She reached up, took the glass and sipped gently. "Brandy?"

      "Rum," Al said. "Jake says Silas found a box of bottles and gave him one."

      Bella's mood darkened. Silas Roux was the de facto head of the community they'd found here when they'd arrived. They'd barely gotten out of the car after a long and exhausting journey when he'd turned up and welcomed them to the neighborhood. Since that night—three weeks ago now—more people had arrived to occupy other houses in Redfish Lane and the other beach front roads. They'd generally arrived in small groups that had formed through strangers meeting on the road and banding together for protection.

      Silas had been a lifeguard and surfer and, whether by design or accident, the larger community had coalesced around him, attracted, it seemed, by his easy-going nature and “anything goes” attitude. He'd certainly had an impact on Maddie and Jake, who were spending an increasing amount of time with him.

      "He's no shmendrik," Al remarked, reading her mind. "I don't see any evil in him and I think we have to trust to the kids to look out for themselves. After all, Jake isn't really a child any longer."

      Jake's sixteenth birthday last week should have been a time of celebration, but he'd spent most of it with his newly found friends. Not that this birthday bore any resemblance to the last one. She'd argued with Solly over the phone about whether they should get their son the PS5 he'd asked for. Predictably, Solly had been on the boy's side and Jake had been granted his wish. The console now sat in his old bedroom, as dead as the country. That was assuming the family house hadn't been consumed by the fire that Al had ignited in the motorbikes parked outside during their escape.

      "He's become so much wilder since we got here," she said.

      Al let out an amused grunt. "You mean he's gotten harder to control. Welcome to the rest of your life, Tokhter."

      The sun set behind gray clouds over the Gulf of Mexico as Bella and her father sat beside a guttering hurricane lamp and waited for the children to return.

      

      "Mom!"

      Bella was jerked out of a deep sleep, flailing around before grabbing her glasses from the little table by the bed and sitting up. "Maddie? What's happened?"

      The girl stood beside the bed, a candle in her shaking hand.

      "It's Jake, he's been hurt bad!"

      Panic flooded Bella's mind, and she was fully awake in an instant. She swung her legs out of bed and stumbled around in the dark to find clothes. "What happened?"

      "We were at a party over at the Sanchez's, and he got into a fight," Maddie said, her words tumbling out, "and he fell over the railing and onto the sand. He's not dead, but he's hurt, Mom."

      Bella was now charging into Al's room. "Dad! Jake's been hurt, we have to go."

      Maddie followed her downstairs.

      "Has he broken anything?"

      "I don't know, but, but..."

      Bella stopped and grabbed her daughter's arms. "Spit it out, Maddie!"

      "He landed on a deck chair and it broke and it stabbed him. I told them not to move him until you got there, but I don't know if they've listened to me. I came to find you as fast as I could."

      Letting Maddie go, Bella pulled on her coat as her father hobbled down the stairs. "Fill your grandfather in, and follow me," she said as she flung the door open and ran into the night.

      

      She found him lying in what remained of a wooden chair, draped in a blanket. Silas was kneeling beside him holding his hand, but he got up as he saw Bella approach and handed her a flashlight.

      "Mrs. Masters, I'm really sorry. I don't know how it happened. Everything was cool and then... it wasn't."

      "I'll deal with you later," she said. "Now make yourself useful for once and get me some bandages."

      She got onto the floor, crying out as she felt a cold slickness on her knee. "Oh, my poor boy," she said. She shone the flashlight onto his legs and saw that while the right one moved freely, the left leg was pinned to the wreckage of the chair somehow. Looking more closely, she could see that a wooden slat had fractured in the fall and penetrated the back of his calf.

      She heard footsteps approaching. "I can't find any bandages, Mrs. Masters."

      "Call yourself a leader?"

      "Actually, I don't," Silas responded quietly.

      More steps and a green first aid box appeared over Bella's shoulder. "Here... thought you could... use this," Al panted. "Oy vey," he added on seeing Jake's leg. "You're going to have to get that out."

      "You think?" Bella snapped. "Silas, is there a doctor in the community?"

      "No ma'am, they don't stick around."

      She turned back to Al. "We need to get him home, so we can clean it. Get some bandages out and when I lift his leg, help me wrap them around the wound."

      "What if it's cut an artery?"

      "I think there'd be a lot more blood if that had happened," she said, keeping the thought that Jake would also be dead by now in that case to herself. "Honey, this is going to hurt, but we've got to get it out before we can do anything else. Okay?"

      Jake looked pale and sweat ran down his cheeks as he nodded. Al took one hand and Maddie the other as Bella clenched her jaw and felt beneath the boy's leg until she found where the wood fragment punctured the skin.

      Gently, she exerted pressure on the back of Jake's thigh.

      "Aaaah!!!" he cried, his legs writhing.

      "Hold him still!" Bella called, "This has to come straight out, or it may break off inside him. Or tear something."

      She wasn't listening as Al tried to soothe the boy while he and Maddie pressed down hard on his upper body. She focused entirely on bringing the leg upwards as, despite all they could do, it shook in Jake's agony. Suddenly it went still as Silas knelt beside her and wrapped his hands around Jake's ankle. "We'll get you something for the pain soon, Jake," he said. "Just hold on in there."

      "It's coming!" Bella hissed as she raised the boy's leg inch by inch, trying desperately to ignore his cries of agony. "It's clear!"

      Al handed her two rolls of bandage. He let go of Jake's arm and helped her wrap it around his leg, pants and all. Blood soaked the first roll almost immediately, so he took off his belt. "Wrap this around the top of his leg," he said. "And you, Silas, find us a needle and some dental floss—bring it to our place and if you're not there before us, there'll be hell to pay."

      

      Maddie ran into the party house and found two young men and a woman who'd been skulking in the shadows. Between them, they were able to lift Jake up and carry him the hundred yards to their beach house, get him up the steps and onto the kitchen table.

      "And don't go far!" Al called as they exited. "We'll need help getting him into bed."

      He wiped Jake's face, then looked at Bella. "You've done well liebchen, now let me take over from here. I remember my army first aid training well enough. You comfort the boy."

      "Maddie, boil up some water, quick as you can. We need to get this wound cleaned."

      Silas appeared at the door to the kitchen. "Man, it was tough to find a needle, but I got it." He put it down. "I'll go help Maddie with the fire. I guess we ought to sterilize the needle."

      "It's not his fault," Jake murmured. "He wasn't there when the fight started."

      "What happened, son?" Bella asked as she gripped his hand.

      Jake turned his pale face to her. "Sayed said something about Maddie. I don't reckon he knew she's my sister. I told him to apologize, and he swung at me."

      "Good boy," Al said. He'd found a pair of scissors and was cutting the leg of Jake's pants away from beneath the improvised tourniquet. Jake winced as the old man then cut off the bandage and examined the wound. Blood oozed out. "Looks pretty clean. Ah, good timing, thanks."

      Maddie placed a bowl of steaming water on the table. "I got it from the Walters' house—it's been boiled."

      "Well done. Could you get me another bowl for the final clean up? And get that idiot Silas to make him a sweet tea," Al said. "Proper tea, mind, not that new age rubbish you lot drink these days."

      Al took wadding from the first aid box and dipped it in the hot water; then, working by candlelight, he gently dabbed it into the wound. The wadding turned red, and the boy moaned as Al worked, but after a few minutes he declared himself satisfied. "I can't be certain there's nothing left inside, but we've got to just hope for the best. Now for the worst part. This is going to hurt, son."

      Maddie returned with the tea and Jake took several sips before he allowed himself to be rolled onto his front. The next ten minutes were utter torture for him and for Bella.

      The needle Silas had found was larger than Al would have like and with every stitch, Jake cried out and his limbs shook. In the end, they'd called for reinforcements so that each part of him was held down by one person and so the process sped up until, finally, it was over.

      "Not exactly a neat job," Al said. "But it'll hold together, I think."

      They rolled Jake over and Silas handed something to him. "Here, this'll help."

      "What are you giving him?" Al roared, snatching the packet from Silas's hand. "Oh. Sorry."

      "It's just a Hershey bar. If it's good enough for fending off Dementors, it should be cool for leg wounds," Silas said with a smile.

      "Fending off what?" Al responded.

      Bella put her arms around him. "It's okay, Dad. You've done brilliantly. Now, let's get him to bed."

      A few minutes later, Jake was asleep, and the house had emptied of beach bums. "Well, he's not going to bleed to death, but I've told Silas to find some antibiotics," Bella said. "Are you going back to bed?"

      The old man shook his head. "No, I'm wide awake after all that. I'm going to have another go at the controller."

      He took a candle and went downstairs into the room that had been built in between the stilts holding up the house. Solly's father had installed a wind turbine a few years before, partly to provide backup during the power cuts that hit this exposed coastline occasionally, and partly for the challenge. Al shook his head as he settled down at the workbench. Like father, like son. Although he didn't generally admit it, he had become fond of Solly over the years, though he'd been puzzled by his decision to move across the country for a job fiddling with computers when he could have done the same thing in Houston.

      Solly's father hadn't finished the installation before inconveniently dying a year or so ago. Al had discovered the half-built rats nest of wires, plastic and metal when he'd first come down here and had made it his mission to get it working. But there had always been other things to do, and he wasn't a geek himself. If he got it working, then it'd charge up the bank of batteries that sat on a raised platform near the roof and they'd be able to run the radio and, perhaps, the TV from the inverter. There might be nothing to hear or see, but maybe the government was reestablishing itself and they were deaf to the announcements.

      Al sat at the bench and raised the instruction manual for the charge controller to the candle. One last step and he could get the system working. One last step to reconnect them with the world outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Solly watched as Jeremiah walked out of the farmhouse and then west along the creek road. He felt the burden of responsibility lift from his shoulders, and yet he was also nervous. Jeremiah had told him less than he knew about the events of five weeks ago, that much was obvious, and yet Solly was convinced that the little cylinder he'd handed over was indeed critical to preventing some future disaster. So, he followed Jeremiah.

      Solly was now familiar enough with the lay of the land to be able to shadow Jeremiah without being seen. The creek ran on one side of the lane and on the other, the farm side, lay a sloped meadow of soggy grass and mud lined with trees and it was this cover that Solly used to watch Jeremiah as he walked along. He was heading for the Eisenhower highway where he would find a car and begin his journey to... wherever.

      They'd talked for hours after the removal of the cylinder from the safe had triggered Jeremiah's alarm, but Solly hadn't learned much more about why it was so important, only that it was.

      In the end, Solly had been forced to make a decision with limited information since Jeremiah could, or would, tell him no more. There was an endgame here that Solly couldn't see and he suspected that even Jeremiah lacked some critical pieces of the jigsaw puzzle. It had been the safety of the children that had been the deciding factor, ultimately. The cylinder had a tracking device and, though it could be shielded in the safe, that didn't alter the fact that its last known location was the farmhouse. If Jeremiah could find them, then so could others. Though he insisted that the Lee Corporation didn't know the cylinder was missing, let alone how to find it, Solly wasn't so confident. It was hard to imagine that an organization with the power, it appeared, to kill 95% of the world's population could be outwitted by a few individuals with good intentions.

      Solly peered from behind the trunk of a tree, taking care to direct his breath into the ground so that the mist didn't reveal his location should Jeremiah look this way. The man had his head down and was going at a great pace—hurrying to reach the highway, it seemed. Solly crouched down and ran across the field, his boots squelching in the boggy soil. Reaching the next stand of trees, he paused for a moment to catch his breath. Ironically all the exercise of the past weeks had left Solly fitter than he'd ever been, but he was no superman and he could barely keep up with the dark figure striding along the lane.

      He crossed a track that ran at right angles to the river and hid behind the wall of a neighboring farm. They'd checked it out soon after moving in to the farmhouse, and Solly was careful to avoid the barn where the rotting remains of the dairy herd lay.

      He was just jogging along, wondering how long he would continue to follow Jeremiah, when he heard the sound of a car revving followed by the pop pop of small arms. Solly accelerated, keeping to the questionable cover of the trees that ran along the side of the road until he reached a bend and peered around it.

      There, where the road widened as it joined the highway, a station wagon was parked with both doors open. Solly could see someone sheltering behind the nearer door, firing across the road. He caught sight of another figure, dressed in black military fatigues, moving away from the vehicle in a wide arc and guessed that while his colleague kept Jeremiah pinned down, he would attempt to outflank him.

      Solly pulled the Ruger semiautomatic from his pocket and flipped the safety. Keeping himself as low as possible, he crossed the road and closed in on the figure sheltering behind the door. He could see past the car to a low brick wall that Jeremiah was hiding behind. The attacker was wearing armor, so it would take a decent shot to fell him and Solly took aim. Then, after a moment, he sighed and called out, "Put your weapon down!"

      The figure spun around and was bringing his carbine to bear when a red mist exploded from his head and he fell to the ground. Solly saw Jeremiah crouch back behind his cover and then, in a blur of movement, the second soldier appeared and fired at Jeremiah at point blank range. Solly sprinted toward the car and, as the soldier turned toward him, fired three times. The soldier fell to the ground and, after a moment's pause, Solly ran across the road and pointed his handgun down at the fallen man. One of the shots had punched through his jaw and smashed half his face. Solly put his hand over his mouth to hold back the bile rising in his throat, then turned to Jeremiah.

      He'd taken a bullet to the side of the head and lay looking up at the sky. Solly looked again at the soldier he'd killed and saw the Lee Corporation logo on the man's chest. So, they did know about the cylinder and they could track it, though their resources must be stretched if they'd sent a two-man squad to retrieve such an important device.

      Solly went to move Jeremiah's head to a more natural angle but, as he did so, Jeremiah took a breath, looked him in the eye and whispered, "Take it to Arbroath..." Then he was truly gone, and Solly closed his eyes.

      He hoped he'd never get used to being in the presence of death, but he also had to be practical, so he pulled Jeremiah's satchel from his shoulder and put it to one side then checked that the cylinder was inside. There was nothing in his pockets, so Solly covered Jeremiah's face with his hat, picked up his handgun and then knelt beside the nearest Lee Corporation soldier.

      Keeping his gaze away from the ruined face, Solly took the carbine and two spare magazines, along with an ID card that was hanging on a chain around the soldier's neck.

      The other attacker was lying face down behind the open door of the car in a pool of blood. Solly gasped as he rolled the body over and looked down into the face of a woman. She had short brown hair tucked into her combat helmet and no sign of an exit wound on her face. He choked back the tears as he looked at her. What kind of twisted reality allowed this?

      He ripped the ID card from the chain around her neck. Ellis Summers followed by a series of numbers. The picture showed a serious looking young woman wearing a kepi. Just another victim of whatever her employers had unleashed on the world.

      Solly took her carbine and spare magazines and piled them with those of the other soldier under a tree at the side of the road. He would come back later with a burial party and retrieve them.

      

      He'd put the cylinder back into the safe in the basement and was sitting at the kitchen table with Janice and Arnold. Ross and Jaxon were currently driving the car used by the Lee Corporation soldiers onto the highway. There was a fair chance they would come looking for it and the scene of the ambush was too close to the farmhouse for comfort. Solly had given the boys strict instructions to only take the car a few miles and not to risk getting lost on their long walk back, but he was fretting about them as darkness fell outside.

      Arnold was cradling a warm mug of coffee in his hands, "Arbroath, you say? Are you sure?"

      "That's what I heard," Solly replied as he chewed on a slice of jerky, "but he was dying, there's no telling whether he knew what he was even saying."

      "Sounds Scottish," Janice said.

      "I don't imagine he was taking it across the Atlantic," Solly said. "If it's a place, it'll be here in the US."

      He pulled a tattered road atlas out of Jeremiah's satchel and opened it. "This only covers the northeastern states," he said, "but Arbroath isn't in the index."

      "If only we still had the internet," Janice said.

      Solly smiled and reached out to take her hand. "At least we have bread. Smells delicious."

      "You'll have to wait till the morning for that batch," Janice replied, returning his smile, "but I've got some of today's leftovers if you like."

      Solly had eaten on his return to the farmhouse, but the prospect of an extra crust made his mouth water. Janice had made it her mission to work out how to bake bread reliably and, in the second week after they'd arrived at the farmhouse, had finally nailed it. They'd had no problem finding dried yeast in Hagerstown—it seemed the other looters hadn't seen its value. Flour had been a little harder to obtain until they'd found a barn full of processed sacks in a neighboring farm.

      The farmhouse also had a small dairy herd that was allowed to roam in the meadows on either side. Learning how to milk them had been another of Janice's projects and they now had the means of nourishing the children and producing edible butter. Solly spread some of the light yellow paste onto his thick slice of crust and savored the taste. If there was one thing he'd learned in the past weeks it was to take pleasure in the small things.

      Janice watched him eat and squeezed his hand. Solly felt that familiar mixture of warmth and guilt as he looked back at her. They had a deep emotional connection that had matured into a gently physical one. Janice wasn't ready for their relationship to become intimate and, truth to tell, neither was Solly, but if he had to put a label on his feelings, he'd struggle to find a better word than love.

      As for the little community they led, all it lacked now was power. He was no electrical engineer and had, so far, failed to get the wind turbine working properly. So, for now they relied on scavenging fuel for the generator in the basement which involved dangerous trips into the surrounding urban areas. This meant that the generator was run to a strict schedule, largely to power interior lights after dark.

      They'd built so much in the past weeks, and yet it was so vulnerable. They now knew that the Lee Corporation could track the cylinder and, while the transmitter could be blocked by shielding, its last known location was near to the farmhouse. The only way to make the children safe was to take it elsewhere, knowing that, in doing so, Lee Corp would be able to follow him.

      First things first, however—he needed to know where it had to go.

      

      The next day, Solly stood outside the Washington County Library. It was a red brick building in the center of Hagerstown that, aside from some broken windows, had escaped relatively unharmed. It seemed that reading was undervalued in this postapocalyptic world.

      Solly, Ross and Jaxon had set off at first light to walk the several miles into town. The boys were armed with hunting knives and Solly had his Ruger for company, but they saw no one until they were well inside the urban area when they noticed faces peering out from behind apartment windows, drapes twitching as they passed. It was a cold December day but in place of the colorful lights and decorations of previous years, there was nothing but trash and abandoned cars.

      Solly stepped through the smashed glass of the library front door and peered into the gloom beyond, looking for any lurking trouble.

      "We need the geography section," he said as Ross followed him inside.

      "I have been in a library before," Ross said, "I know how they work."

      A shape moved in the shadows and Solly spun around, gun in hand. "You are looking for a book? An atlas, maybe?"

      It was the voice of an old woman, and Solly hid the Ruger as she shuffled forward.

      "Who are you?" Ross said, unable to hide the disgust in his voice.

      She was dressed in clothes that might once have been colorful, but she looked as though she hadn't changed them in weeks, perhaps since the Long Night itself. She looked deathly thin and peered out at them from behind teardrop shaped spectacles. "Do you have food, by any chance?" she said in a trembling and desperate voice.

      Solly swung his pack from his shoulder and handed over a couple of energy bars. She swooped on them like a starving dog, barely giving herself time to open the wrappers before chewing on them. Solly pressed his water bottle into her hand as she began to choke. When she'd finished the bars, she straightened herself up and shook her head sadly. "I am sorry, I know I'm a mess. But Doris never came in, so I couldn't go home. The library must be manned, you see, or they'll take away our funding."

      "You've been here for five weeks?"

      She shrugged. "Has it been that long? I guess so. The food in the staff break room ran out a long time ago, but the water still works and there's always the rain. Now, are you looking for a book?"

      Solly decided his only option was to play along. "Yes, we're trying to find out if there's a place called Arbroath."

      "There's certainly a town called Arbroath in Scotland," she said. "'It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honors, that we are fighting, but for freedom—for that alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.' The Declaration of Arbroath. Some say it was the seed that led to the Declaration of Independence centuries later."

      "Is there a place of the same name in the US?"

      "What? Oh. No, not that I've heard of. But then, I don't know every town and city in the United States. Not quite. "

      The old woman shuffled off into the gloom, followed by Solly and the boys. It grew darker and darker as they approached the center of the library, far from the windows, and Solly almost bumped into her as she emerged, book in hand. "If it's in the US, we'll find it in here."

      She put the atlas down on a table beneath one of the outer windows and turned to the index at the back. The book was a couple of feet tall and Solly breathed in the smell of printed paper and decaying librarian as she turned the pages. She found the beginning of the index and Solly watched as she ran her finger down the page.

      "Aha! I've found it!" she said, delighted. She immediately closed the book and then flicked through the pages until she found the one she was looking for.

      "C3," she muttered and Solly watched as her finger navigated the continental United States. Left, left, up and up it went. "There it is."

      Solly leaned forward to where she was pointing. "Good grief," he said, "it's in Washington State on the West Coast."

      Ross peered over his shoulder. "Is it far?"

      Standing up, Solly stared blankly out of the dirty windows onto the winter street outside. "I'd guess the best part of three thousand miles," he said.
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      Paulie Ramos focused on the little group of wooden figures gathered around the crib and on the plastic doll that lay inside. She was only half listening to Pastor Smith recounting the story of the nativity, but simply watched as, one after another, a child would come from the congregation, stand in front of the scene and read from a scrap of paper.

      The church was lit with candles—far more than was prudent—and its cavernous nave echoed to the joyous verses of "Oh Little Town of Bethlehem." For just a short while, it was possible to forget the Long Night. Possible for some. Not for Sheriff Paulina Ramos. In her mind's eye she perceived the darkness outside and the evil things that hid within it.

      She shook her head vigorously to wake herself. This was the first time in days that she'd simply sat still, allowing someone else to run the show. No one asking any questions of her, no decisions to make. It was so nice to sit here, enjoying the warmth and companionship of the church and participating in this group fantasy. After all, it couldn't hurt for a few minutes. Since that night, she'd tried to remember that life is nothing more than a succession of moments. It has a beginning and an inevitable end, and that sanity lay in the present. She just wished moments like this could last longer.

      It was Sunday evening on December 20th and despite everything that had happened, the town was preparing itself for Christmas. For some it was about getting beyond what was sure to be a truly desperate time as thoughts turned inevitably to all those ghosts of Christmases Past gathered around the tree. Most of the adults, however, seemed determined that the children would have as good a festive season as was possible in the circumstances. There would be no game consoles, smartphones or tablets, but there would be scavenged bikes, skateboards, dolls and construction toys. This year, children would receive the sorts of gifts their grandparents would have recognized. But the gifts would be given by strangers and there was no masking the tragic background to this year's celebrations. Again, she saw the face of her daughter. Again, she felt the command she could not obey.

      She jerked awake as a hand grabbed her elbow. "You were nodding," whispered the voice of Jon Graf.

      "Sorry."

      "Don't apologize, just get yourself some sleep tonight. Arbroath can cope without you for an eight hour stretch once in a while."

      She turned to Graf and smiled. He'd been a rock in the weeks since he'd returned to town after burying his family. She'd served as a rookie alongside him when she'd first moved here and he'd played a large part in shaping her into the officer she was today. He was a man who believed that there were such things as right and wrong, black and white, good and bad, and it was for each person to decide which side of the line they stood on.

      The final hymn washed over them, and they stood to leave. The thought of a warm bed and a decent night's sleep was now all that occupied Paulie's mind and she groaned inwardly as she heard the distinctive clippety-clip of the pastor's steel reinforced boots as he hurried to catch up.

      "Did you enjoy the service, Sheriff?" he asked, his breath infused with the aroma of mulled wine.

      Paulie filed between the rows of chairs toward the exit. "Yes, it was almost like a normal nativity. The children seemed to enjoy it."

      "I think it's important to preserve traditions," Smith said. "They provide an anchor in turbulent times."

      Graf let out a quiet snort, though the pastor didn't respond. Jon Graf had been one of the few townsfolk not to have fallen under Smith's spell. In fact, in Paulie's opinion, he went too far in his disdain for the man; so far, Smith had been nothing but good for the town. Her cop's instinct told her there was a lot more to him than the story he'd given, but they all had their secrets after all. In the first days and weeks, she'd waited for him to slip up and reveal his true purpose, but she was forced to believe that, whatever his past, he was here to help.

      "I wonder if you'd be interested in a nightcap," Smith was saying.

      "Sorry, Pastor, I'm not allowed out after dark. Especially in the company of strangers," Graf said, deadpan.

      Paulie heard a sharp intake of breath from the pastor but kept her gaze on the approaching exit. "Oh, er, I'm afraid I was talking to..."

      "Don't pay any attention to Jon, Pastor," she said. "He calls it a sense of humor. Truth to tell, I'm about ready to hit the sack. I nearly nodded off a couple of times during the ser—"

      A cry went up from outside, and Paulie caught a glimpse of a man muscling his way against the congregation. "Sheriff!"

      Deputy and former barista Mike Fessel ran up to her and pointed back the way he'd come.

      "What is it, Mike?"

      "A looter," he said as he caught his breath. "Two of Petrov's goons caught him stealing from the storeroom. Dragged him outside. Fixin' on hanging him."

      Paulie broke into a run, pushing past the stragglers exiting the church. "Who's on duty?" she called over her shoulder.

      "Marvin," Fessel responded. "But I ain't sure he's gonna do very much to stop it."

      Paulie privately agreed with her deputy. Marvin Tucker had been the first volunteer to join the police force after the emergency had started. She'd recruited him on the principle that it was better to have him on her side than agitating against her. A former Gunnery Sargent in the Marines, he believed in simple justice swiftly delivered. That was about the only thing he and the much more measured Jon Graf agreed on.

      She ran into the darkness with Fessel and Graf in her wake.

      

      They were gathered around the monument to fallen soldiers in front of the department store that had been converted to house most of the people of the town. The monument was a large bronze cast crucifix and someone had swung a rope around the top.

      A figure stood trembling on a wooden chair placed in front of the makeshift gallows as a baying crowd gathered around him, fists raised in anger.

      Paulie groaned as she recognized the emaciated features. Charlie Givens had been the town layabout for years and if anyone hadn't deserved to survive that night it had to be him. So many good people had died and yet he had gone on to resume his career as a petty criminal and burden on society.

      Tucker stood, shotgun in hand, facing toward Paulie as she ran up.

      "Why haven't you put a stop to this?" she demanded.

      The big man shrugged. "A stop to what, Sheriff? Seems to me that folks is just havin' a party. I suggest you let them be."

      Paulie drew herself to her full height, which left her eyes at around the level of Marvin's chest. "Either get out of the way or hand back the badge, Deputy."

      She could see muscles moving behind the messy non-regulation gray beard. He was angry, and she knew there wasn't much holding the rage at bay. Fortunately, she'd quickly worked out that if there was one thing Marvin valued above being able to do exactly as he wanted, it was having a position of authority. Or, indeed, having an official role of any sort.

      He reluctantly stood to one side as she, Fessel and the panting Jon Graf barged their way through to the front of the crowd.

      To her surprise, she found Custer Petrov, owner of the department store, standing beside the chair, flanked by a pair of bald-headed grunts in fatigues whose names Paulie couldn't remember, though she knew they both ended in "-ov". It was rare indeed for the entrepreneur to get his hands dirty when he could act entirely through proxies such as the beef mountains standing alongside him.

      "What are you doing, Custer?"

      Petrov shrugged as if surprised at her question. "I bring a thief to justice," he responded, his soft voice barely audible over the noise of the crowd.

      "In case you hadn't noticed, that's my job," Paulie responded, jabbing a finger at him as she fought to control her rage. She loathed the creep, but now was a time for a cool head.

      "And yet you were not here. You were enjoying your little fantasies in the house of God, were you not?"

      Paulie shook her head. "Not good enough. I had deputies on duty, you could have reported it to one of them."

      "I did. Deputy Tucker was fully in agreement with my suggested action."

      "He told you to string Givens up?"

      Another little shrug. "Perhaps not quite in those words, no. But he did not object to my proposal."

      "We have procedure, Petrov, even in these times."

      "He was caught red handed stealing milk powder, there was no need for a trial. Do not our babies need this formula? Are our children not more important than this piece of filth." As he said this, he raised his voice, so the crowd could hear him. "And there is only one penalty for theft!"

      Voices roared in response.

      "Hang him!" some called.

      "String him up!"

      "Finish the scum!"

      Paulie drew her Glock and pointed it to the heavens. Her shot brought instant silence to the mob.

      "Now, just listen to me!" she called, wishing she had a few more inches in her legs so she could see over the crowd. She glanced over at Graf who, taking her meaning, drew a knife and slashed the rope from around the neck of Givens and pulled him, sobbing, off the chair.

      Paulie climbed up and scanned the murmuring crowd. A couple dozen at most, but she could see others emerging from the department stores into the flickering light of the beacons used to light the nighttime square. She had only moments to quell the trouble before the extra onlookers poured gasoline on the flames.

      "This isn't how we do things in this town. Justice denied anyone is justice denied everyone. It's my job to see due process carried out and when it's done, you have my promise that he will pay the price."

      "He was caught stealin' out of the mouths of babes," called a voice.

      "And I'll see justice is done, Jonas," Paulie responded. Jonas Fletcher was a farmer who'd been helping secure the stored produce of the surrounding farms and bring them into the center of town to feed the people through the winter.

      "It ain't no kind of justice that scum like that get to live when so many good folk didn't. String him up!"

      To Paulie's dismay, the call was taken up by others in the crowd and they began to press in. Givens gave a squeal of fear and crouched behind the reluctant protection of Jon Graf.

      She'd lost them. They knew she wouldn't shoot on her own people and they thirsted for vengeance. It was as if the transgression of Charlie Givens was the final straw and a red mist had descended on the town.

      Givens called out as the muscled Russians grabbed him, and Paulie stumbled as she was pushed off the chair. Graf caught her. "Come on, we've got to get you out of here."

      "No!" she called. If she lost control here, she would never regain it and that would be the beginning of the end for this oasis of civilization. But Graf pulled on her as the crowd pressed in on them.

      She gazed up at Givens and saw him struggling ineffectually as the noose was retied around his neck. Her face burned with rage and panic as she was bundled sideways.

      And then she heard the singing of children. The crowd quieted almost instantly.

      "Once in Royal David's City,

      Stood a lowly cattle shed,

      Where a mother laid her baby..."

      The crowd parted to reveal Pastor Smith striding across the square from the church followed by children bearing spirit lanterns. It was like a constellation of stars coming toward them, banishing the darkness.

      By the time they reached the monument, the mob had almost entirely melted away.

      The children spread out around the scene, some of them looking nervously up at the man standing there, but they kept singing and soon other townsfolk had flanked them and were joining in the song of peace.

      Smith stood in front of the cross as if not noticing the criminal standing there. "As we near the day for celebrating the birth of our Savior," he said, "we do not forget his ending. But I'm sure you would not like these innocent children to witness your form of justice, Mr. Petrov."

      Petrov stepped out from behind one of his guards and wagged a finger at Paulie. "You better keep those children around, Sheriff, or see that justice is done quickly. Now, I’m goin’ back to the store to see nothing else is stolen."

      He strode away, waving to the goons to follow and soon the square was deserted save for the police officers, the pastor and his flock. "I suggest you get him into a cell quickly," Smith said. "And then, perhaps, we can have that nightcap."

      

      "That was a clever move," Paulie said, accepting a tumbler of whisky from Smith. "The singing cut through the ugly mood and the townsfolk knew they didn't want to be responsible for children seeing a lynching."

      Smith sat down opposite her at the little table in the church kitchen. "I'm a clever man," he said, deploying the smile he thought was disarming.

      "I don't know what got into them," she responded as she enjoyed the warmth spreading down her throat.

      "They don't feel safe," Smith said. "I saw it time and again on the road—the less secure people feel, the less they're inclined to forgive others."

      Paulie put down her glass and leaned back in her chair. "But they are safe. Or, at least, a lot safer than outside the barricade."

      "You know that and so do I, but everything is relative. We both know we don't have the means to defend ourselves against a determined attack. I mean, what was the latest count on the weapons you've scavenged?"

      Paulie shrugged. "I don't remember exact figures. Maybe a dozen shotguns, twice that number of handguns and a few assault rifles."

      "And the militia that turned up shortly before I arrived—would it be enough to beat them off?"

      She shook her head. "No. They had a couple of APCs mounted with machine guns and I don't doubt they had other grenades. It would only take a couple to blow open the gate in the barricade. I'm only surprised they haven't returned already."

      "There are plenty of softer targets," Smith said as he drained his glass and winced. "But the better we do here, the more likely they'll be back."

      "So, what's the answer?"

      Smith smiled and, for a moment, the gentle, good humored, man of God disappeared and Paulie thought she glimpsed the steel that hid behind that grin. "We take our inspiration from the word of the Lord. Leviticus 24, verse 20."

      Paulie watched as the pastor poured another round and lifted his glass.

      "An eye for an eye," he said.

      She raised her tumbler and touched it to his.

      "Tooth for a tooth."
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      Solly watched as the little girl leaned forward and tied the streamer to the top of the wall. She was sitting on the shoulders of an older child called Molly and laughed as her ride jigged around. The joy was infectious and Solly felt a smile spread across his face as they made their way around the room.

      It was Christmas Eve, and the farmhouse was abuzz with anticipation. He, Janice, Arnold and Landon had twenty-four children in their charge, although the eldest of them, including Ross and Jaxon, had been forced to grow up quickly in the last weeks. Half of those children were under two years old and the main concern of the adults was to make sure they were kept warm and fed as winter deepened around them. All but the youngest were being given boiled cow's milk provided by the small herd installed in one of the outer barns. Otherwise, their food stores were adequate for the winter and Solly refused to contemplate anything beyond that.

      So, twenty-four children and one sick old woman. Solly had persuaded the librarian from Hagerstown to return with them to recuperate, but the woman had barely made it. In the darkness of the library, he hadn't noticed how frail she was, and they'd been reduced to carrying her by the time they'd arrived at the farmhouse. She'd been installed in what had once been a sitting room at the back of the house. Arnold had been using it as a bedroom up until then, since having a downstairs bathroom meant he didn't need to be carried up the stairs. But he'd given it up to her and had spent the nights by her bedside and the days snoozing in the armchair.

      He'd also taken responsibility for giving the children the best possible Christmas the circumstances would allow. Somehow Arnold had ensured that every child old enough to appreciate it had a gift to open under the tree that dominated the main room of the farmhouse. Jaxon, it transpired, had played the role of Santa by keeping his eye open for suitable gifts during his many scavenging raids into Hagerstown accompanied by Ross and a couple of older children.

      Solly had been given the task of providing the centerpiece of the meal on Christmas Day. He'd caught three geese in the creek and, through gritted teeth, had dispatched them one by one using the wood hatchet. It was these apparently humdrum activities of country life that reinforced how much had changed since the last time he'd celebrated this time of year. Solly Masters, a man who'd flirted with veganism, was now prepared to take a living thing and kill it without hesitation. He still hated doing it, but they had to eat and at least this way he was being accountable, truly understanding where his food came from for the first time in his life.

      "Where are you going?" Janice said as he got up from the couch. Truth to tell, he'd been pretty comfortable sitting there with his arm around her, warm and dry on a wet winter's night. But he wouldn't be able to truly relax tomorrow, even for one day, if he hadn't settled on a plan of action. "Don't tell me, you're heading for the basement," she added, with a sigh as she watched him leave.

      Solly navigated his way toward the basement door, dodging children burning off their excitement by running around the farmhouse playing tag. And this would be nothing compared with tomorrow. He smiled as he reached the door. It seemed to him that making sure the kids were happy for at least the next couple of days wasn't such a bad aim in life, but, right now, his bigger concern was to ensure their long-term safety.

      The generator was running, so he switched the light on and shivered as a cold draught blew up the stairs. There, on the table, sat the safe containing the cylinder that had cost Jeremiah his life and beside it his pack, its contents spread across the surface.

      The atlas he'd taken from the library lay open and he pulled up a stool to examine it. Behind him, he heard the creak of the basement door opening and footsteps on the stairs. "Hello Ross," he said without looking up, "did she send you after me?"

      "No. I finished my chores and you weren't around, so I came looking. You know, staring at the map won't make the journey any shorter."

      "Neither will delaying it," Solly said.

      "I dunno, but it'll be easier if we wait till spring, surely?"

      Solly nodded. "I wish we could, but they probably know where we are."

      "Who, Lee Corp?"

      "Yeah. I don't reckon Jeremiah knew they could track the device—he thought it was just him and whoever he's working with. They might have picked up his trail some other way and followed him, but it seems more likely that they're using the same method to find the cylinder as he did."

      Ross pulled up a stool and sat looking at the book. "And the last location was either here, when you pulled it out of the safe, or..."

      "A couple of miles away where they ambushed Jeremiah. Either way, too close for comfort."

      "But they can't track it now, can they?"

      Solly shook his head and picked up a small black box. "I don't think so. Jeremiah's proximity alarm detects when the cylinder is nearby and, even though it's right here, it's not registering at all while it's in the safe. But anyone who comes looking for it will begin their search at the last known location."

      "So what do we do? As soon as you get it out of the safe, they'll be able to find us. I don't reckon we'll get any further than Jeremiah did."

      "You're right," Solly said. "The first job is to find a way to transport this while blocking its transmitter. Then, when we're a good distance away, we can deliberately remove it from its shielding for a while and hopefully take their attention away from here."

      Ross contemplated this for a moment. "Making a fake trail? But how will we get away if they know where we are?"

      "You're determined to come, then?"

      "You promised."

      Shrugging, Solly put the detector in Jeremiah's pack. "That was when I was planning to head to Texas, not on a two and a half thousand mile wild goose chase across the continent."

      "So, you are going to take it to Arbroath, then?"

      Solly sighed and turned around to face the boy. "I honestly don't know, Ross."

      "I can't get my head around it."

      "Well, let me put it this way. If we made it, we'll have traveled farther than Frodo did."

      "But we're not going to walk it are we?"

      Solly looked back at the map. "No. We'll have to car hop. Look at this," he pulled a small electric drill out of Jeremiah's pack. “He used this for draining cars. Judging by the oily smell, he only chose diesels, probably safer than gas. It's a lithium battery, so it keeps its charge for a long time, and I've had it plugged in when the generator's been running, but it's going to be hit and miss. And, when we're draining the fuel, we're vulnerable."

      He stood up and pushed back the chair. "Well, we're not going to find all the answers sitting here and staring at the map. Let's go and see what's going on upstairs—it sounds like chaos." He smiled as he pointed up to the ceiling which was vibrating as children ran back and forth.

      As they climbed the stairs, they heard the clanging of the warning bell.

      

      Jaxon was outside the front door. "They're in the barn! Landon's on his way around there."

      Solly ran to the armory, unlocked the door and pulled it open. Reluctantly, Solly and Janice had agreed to allow Landon to train Ross and Jaxon to use firearms but had insisted they stick to .22 caliber. Solly had found an old Marlin critter rifle in the farmhouse shed which he now handed to Ross, and Jaxon had unearthed a Ruger SR22 pistol which he'd taken personal responsibility for. Solly hated handing weapons to boys in their mid-teens, but he had no idea how many attackers there were and they couldn't afford to be outgunned. And, after all, the raiders wouldn't know they were facing small caliber weapons.

      They overtook Landon as he limped across the soggy field toward the main storage barn. Solly brushed sleet from his face and then pointed at a pickup truck parked outside the barn. "It's the gang that attacked you at Walmart," he said to Landon. "They're dangerous, so we have to take care. Come on."

      Solly led them on a parabolic path so they moved away from the barn before curving toward it again as they reached the other side. They hid in a small stand of trees at the edge of the field.

      "They're not even bothering to keep a look out," Landon said as he rubbed life back into his leg.

      Solly watched as figures ran back and forth from the barn to the pickup, loading the supplies he'd earmarked for the winter. He counted at least three of them, and they'd be carrying more powerful weapons than Ross and Jaxon's. "You wait here," he said to the boys. "Landon and I will get in close. Provide us with cover fire if things go badly."

      "What's that supposed to mean?" Ross asked.

      Landon turned to him. "If you see us a-runnin', shoot at them."

      "I'm coming with you," Jaxon said, moving to follow them.

      Solly grabbed his arm. "No! You wanted weapons, but you have to learn how to take orders. Wait here."

      Jaxon's face tightened but, after a moment, he nodded. "Sure."

      The two men crept along the line of trees until they were parallel with the entrance. A guard stood outside, scanning the lane and the road beyond it. Solly brought his Ruger to bear as Landon raised his shotgun. "Hey!" he called.

      The guard spun around, unsure where the cry had come from.

      "I've got you covered," Solly called. "Now take the stuff you've stolen from us back off the truck and leave it outside the barn."

      Two other men dressed in black coats and pants with balaclavas were now standing beside the guard, their weapons sweeping the tree line.

      One came to the front and called out, "I don't think so. You stole these here supplies and we're just stealin' from you. Now, unless you got a small army hid in them there bushes, I suggest you let us get on with our business and we might leave some for you. But if you try to get in our way, I might just have to go check what I might find in that farmhouse."

      Solly's insides filled with ice. They were too far away for him to be certain of hitting any of the attackers, and as soon as he fired he could expect instant and high caliber retaliation.

      "I'm coming out," he called. "I want to talk."

      The leader laughed out loud. "Sure, why not?" He turned to the others and they resumed loading the sacks of grain and boxed supplies.

      Solly stood up with his hands held high, allowing the Ruger to fall out of his grip. He began walking toward the barn. "I'm unarmed."

      The man in black kept his handgun pointed at Solly as he approached. "That's close enough. Now, I guess you feel responsible for the folks in that farmhouse. Kids from the sound of it."

      "I do. And they need food for the winter—food you're stealing."

      The man shrugged dismissively. "You've been pretty resourceful to find this much, I reckon you can find more. Tell you what, we'll leave you a little and you can re-supply."

      "There is no more," Solly responded.

      "Well, I'm sure a man like you could use his imagination. We'll be back in four weeks, and we'll take half of what you gather."

      "And what do we get?"

      Again, the little shrug. "You get to survive, my friend."

      "But you don't need this much, surely?"

      The man's face spread into a smile. "Business is business," he said.

      So, that was it. These scum would steal their food and then sell it. They'd probably try to sell it back to him. And given the efficiency and confidence they were showing, Solly suspected his wasn't the only farm they were extorting from.

      "I suggest you leave us to finish what we're doing. It's cold out here," the man said.

      With a sudden crack, splinters exploded from the corner of the barn. Something punched into Solly's cheek, but he ignored the pain, glanced at the leader of the bandits who had reeled backwards from the shot, pulled Mona's revolver from his inside pocket and pulled the trigger.

      The bullet ripped through the man's neck and he fell to the ground, his hands wrapped around his throat as he desperately tried to stem the flow.

      One of the others emerged from the barn, his gun pointing directly at Solly who was late in bringing his own weapon up. Another crack and the attacker collapsed. Solly turned to see Jaxon and Ross running across the field, with Landon doing his best to join them.

      A bullet zipped past his ear and he took a dive. He could see feet on the other side of the pickup. He took aim and fired. The feet disappeared, and he saw the man rolling on the asphalt crying in pain.

      The leader had gone quiet as Landon looked down at the second attacker. "He's dead. Lucky shot," he said. "I'll go check on the other one behind the truck."

      Jaxon and Ross ran up and hugged him.

      "Who took the pot shot?" he said.

      Jaxon, looking a little sheepish, put his hand up. "Nice one."

      "Landon got the other one," Ross said.

      Solly let the boys go. "Now we just have to figure out what to do with the one I shot in the foot."

      He turned to follow Landon around the car. There was a cry of fear followed by a bang and Solly found Landon standing over the last guard. "Problem solved," he said. "Merry Christmas."
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      The farmhouse was full of the sounds of children playing and laughing, forgetting for a while the nightmares of the last weeks, yet Solly sat, hardly watching them, in his own personal cloud of despair.

      He'd spent the previous afternoon burying the bandits in the woods that overlooked the farm. The children had been terrified by the shoot-out, and it had been all Janice could do to keep them contained in the house until it was over. When he'd returned to the farm, she'd thrown her arms around each of them in turn and let the children out of the main room.

      Jaxon, Ross and Landon had helped drag the bodies across the field while Janice and Arnold kept the kids away from the windows. They'd spent a wet and miserable few hours digging a hole in the ground deep and wide enough for the purpose. Jaxon had surprised Solly by asking to say a few words over the freshly filled grave, and they'd trooped back to the house.

      Solly had organized a watch schedule for the night as he was concerned that they might have been part of a larger gang, though he thought it more likely that they were working alone. The only good thing to come out of the affair was that they now had a pickup truck with a full tank of diesel.

      Another screech went up as Janice announced that Santa was now ready to give out presents. She led them out of the living room, across the wide hall and through a door on the opposite side where, Solly knew, Arnold was dressed in red and white and wearing a straw beard.

      Silence fell on the living room and Solly watched the children waiting in the hall as, one by one, they filed in. It touched his heart to witness such innocence in a broken world. What future did they have? Only what he and his generation could contrive to build out of the ashes. And even then, what of this second apocalypse that Khaled and Jeremiah had spoken of? Was all this struggling just a waste of time? Would they strive to get themselves back on their feet only to be struck down again?

      "Penny for your thoughts?"

      Solly had forgotten she was there. The old lady from the library had recovered enough to take the armchair in the corner that Arnold usually occupied. Her name was Agatha, though she liked the children to call her Miss Prism, and Janice had suggested she start teaching them after the holidays, if she chose to stay.

      "I don't know," Solly said. "This seems so surreal, given what's happened."

      She smiled and pointed at the hallway where the first of the children were sitting on the carpeted floor and opening their gifts. "They're lucky, especially the young ones. They know little of the past and nothing of the future. They miss their families, but here they have found a new one. It is quite an achievement, Mr. Masters. You should be proud."

      "That's Janice and Arnold's doing," Solly said as he watched a young girl rip the wrapping paper from a box and squeal with delight as she pulled out a doll.

      "You can't plant on shaky foundations. You have given them the security they need to build something wonderful here."

      Solly leaned back into the couch and sighed. "Maybe, but not on my own."

      "And now you're thinking you have to leave us," Agatha said.

      "I'm torn in two," Solly responded, rubbing his eyes. "I feel as though I'm needed here and yet I do believe that I have a job to do that will take me away from here. And I still have to find my family."

      Another squeal from the hallway. "May I give you a piece of advice? Call the adults together and have them help make the decision. But, for now, enjoy watching the children. Your gift to yourself can be to forget everything for a few hours."

      

      The council of war met on the following day. All the community's adults sat around the kitchen table, along with Ross and Jaxon who'd, by virtue of their conduct in recent days, have been given a field promotion to senior status.

      The atlas lay on the table open at a double page showing the entire North American continent. Awalnut sat over their current position and a brazil nut indicated roughly where Arbroath was on the northwestern coast. Even at this scale, it was obviously a vast distance. It looked hopeless.

      After Solly had explained all that he knew about the cylinder, Janice reached out for his hand. "It seems to me that whatever the truth of that thing is, it can't stay here. Somehow Jeremiah was tracked by Lee Corp and that means they know, at the very least, that it was last located a couple of miles away."

      "I don't understand why we assume they'll take it by force," Arnold said. "Couldn't we just offer it to them?"

      Solly shook his head. "Jeremiah wasn't given the option. And you didn't see them in New York—they're paramilitaries and I don't want them anywhere near here."

      "So, the cylinder has to leave here. But how can you get it away without having them come down on you immediately you take it out of the safe?" Janice asked.

      "That's simple enough. I don't take it out of the safe. We've got a pickup outside that we need to get rid of, and I reckon we can get the safe into the back of it between us. Once I'm far enough away, I'll get it out and lay a false trail."

      Arnold took a sip of his coffee and winced. "The question, then, is which direction to go in. Texas or Washington State."

      "Why would he want to go to Texas?" Agatha asked.

      Janice squeezed Solly's hand. "It's where his family lives."

      "They're alive?"

      "I don't know," Solly responded. "Probably not. But I need to know. I made a promise."

      "Even assuming that they might still be alive, you wouldn't want to take the device anywhere near them, or you'd expose them to the same risks you're saving the children here from."

      Solly sighed and ran his hands through his greasy hair. How long had it been since he'd washed properly? When had he last shaved? What had he become?

      "I've got a suggestion," Ross said, hesitantly. "Why don't you take the cylinder far enough away to send them off on the wrong scent, then come back here and wait until the weather improves before deciding to head off across the country?"

      There was a general murmuring of assent and encouragement.

      "A good plan," Arnold said. "It means we only lose our Solly for a couple of weeks."

      Agatha hemmed and hawed. "But a job put off is a job never finished, that's all I'm saying."

      Solly smiled at Ross, but whatever he was going to say was cut off by the sound of a fist pounding on the door.

      

      Janice, Jaxon and Ross called the all clear from their vantage points looking out over the farm in each direction. No new vehicles had appeared, and no one was moving.

      The door shuddered again, and a male voice called out. "Anyone there?"

      Landon took station behind the staircase and pointed his shotgun between the rails at the door. Solly had his handgun raised in his right hand as he turned the handle with his left. He gave a quick nod to Landon and yanked on the door.

      A man stood in the doorway, leaning forward as if about to knock again. He stood up straight and raised both hands. He was wearing a heavy black coat with a scarf wrapped around his cheeks and a sodden woolly hat. "Thank heavens. It's you!" he said.

      Solly brought his weapon to bear. "Who are you?"

      "Neil!" Janice called. "Is it you?"

      The man pulled his scarf from his face and stood, beaming, on the doorstep.

      "Indeed. Now tell me, is Jeremiah dead?"

      

      Solly, Ross and Janice sat in the back parlor of the farmhouse while Neil Buchanan alternated between slurps of coffee and bites of a doorstop goose sandwich.

      "This is amazing," he said, paying no heed to them.

      There was little evidence of the well dressed and cleanly shaven man who'd met them when they'd arrived at the community in New Jersey. This Neil Buchanan had evidently been on the road for a few days and he didn't look like a man used to deprivation of any sort.

      Solly had quickly explained Jeremiah's death as Buchanan had refused to answer any other questions until he knew what had happened. The relief on his face had been obvious when Solly explained that he had the cylinder in the safe below the house.

      "Is everything okay back home?" Janice asked.

      "Hold on," Solly said, before Buchanan could answer. "Answer this first: how did you find us?"

      Buchanan washed down the last of his sandwich with a final swig of coffee, then looked up at Solly and nodded. "That is a good question. But it's easily answered—I was given the same coordinates as Jeremiah. When he failed to check in, I was sent to find out what had happened."

      "Sent by who?" Solly asked, though he knew the answer.

      "Khaled—the man who gave you the device."

      So that explained why they'd been welcomed into that community after they'd escaped New York. Neil was connected somehow to Khaled and had been forewarned.

      "But the last we saw, he was being dragged off by Lee Corporation guards," Janice said. "Did he escape somehow?"

      Buchanan gave a slight smile. "No, he didn't escape. Khaled works for the Lee Corporation, as do I."

      Solly was on his feet in an instant, cursing that he'd left his revolver in the armory. Janice and Ross cried out in alarm.

      "Don't misunderstand!" Buchanan called, raising his hands in supplication. "He and I, and some others, are employed by the Lee Corporation, but are working against its twisted aims. The device you call a cylinder is the single most important asset the corporation owns but, until just now, I believed that they didn't know it was even missing. Khaled had his suspicions and, when Jeremiah failed to report, we were both certain they were looking for it and, indeed, had found it. Thanks to you, we know that only one of those turned out to be the case. But time is now against us, Solly. The device must leave here in the morning. The future of humanity depends on it getting into the right hands."

      

      The sun rose on a blissfully blue sky as the group gathered around the big red pickup. Neil and Ross were coming with Solly and they'd piled their packs into the back of the cab. The weapons of the raiders had been hidden in the basement of the farmhouse as a backup to the armory.

      Despite Neil's insistence that they set off immediately, it had taken until midnight before Janice persuaded Solly that he had to go. He'd then spent some time with Landon, making certain in his own mind that the young man was up to the task of being chief protector of the farmhouse. Janice would be in charge and she would be advised by Arnold. Solly went over his suggestions for security, including that Jaxon be fully trained in firearms, but that this should happen out of hearing of the farm.

      He had his doubts, but there was at least a chance that this would be the making of Landon. He'd suffered as much as any of them but having responsibility for the safety of the farmhouse would provide a focus for his restless energy.

      Solly had quick conversations with Arnold and Miss Prism, and then said goodbye to the children. He'd been surprised by their reaction. Many had dissolved into tears, some had begged him to stay, but he'd found it hardest to part from Jaxon. Solly knew that if he'd asked, Jaxon would have come with them, but he convinced the boy that his place was here, protecting the children that meant so much to him. In any case, he and Arnold's granddaughter Liana had become an item so there was that to keep him on the straight and narrow.

      As Solly opened the driver's door of the pickup, Janice threw herself into his arms. They'd spent an all-too-brief time privately talking and holding each other after Solly had seen to everyone else and organized his possessions. He'd breathed in the scent of her hair and felt glad he'd showered in preparation for the journey. She'd never offered more intimacy, and he'd never asked but, in a different time and place, one where two compatible souls could get to know each other and fall in love in peace, he would certainly have trodden that path.

      Solly felt a lump in his throat as he released her. For a moment, they held each other's gaze and then, quite suddenly, they leaned in and kissed. It was with tears in his eyes that he withdrew and got into the driver's seat.

      Ross sat beside him on the center seat, also wiping his eyes. On his lap was a page ripped out of the atlas—much to Miss Prism's disgust—that showed the first part of the journey.

      As they were about to go, Landon hobbled out of the barn carrying what looked like a pipe with a loop of string around one end and something metal stuck to the other. Solly opened his window and Landon showed him the contraption. "It's a bailer bucket," he said. "If you need to get fuel out of a gas station tank. Drop it down and it'll fill up, then this here valve stops the gas spilling. I've put a funnel in the trunk, so you're all set to go. Been working on it since our little chat."

      Solly dropped the tube down behind his seat. "Thanks Landon. Where did you learn to make that?"

      "Grandpappy had a well, and he used one of these to fetch the water out. I was just trying to find somethin' I could do to help, and I remembered the bailer bucket."

      Solly shook Landon's hand. "Good man. I'll be back as soon as I can."

      He turned the key, put the truck into drive and, without looking back, he drove down the lane toward the creek and the road that ran alongside it, trying desperately not to think about how many miles lay between him and returning to the place he now thought of as home.
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      "What's that?" Smith asked, pointing out of the car window to the right.

      Paulie glanced across him. "It's the capitol building. I've often wondered if we should check it out, but I kinda expected to hear from them at some point."

      They'd been forced off the main highway by what looked like a purpose built blockade that had since been abandoned so, rather than bypassing Olympia, they were driving through it. They were heading for the National Guard base in Seattle where she'd taken her basic training. She knew where the arms lockers were on the base and hoped that some of the more obscure ones might remain unopened. Then they'd have the means to defend themselves. But the journey had already taken far longer than they'd expected.

      Paulie hadn't driven outside the city limits of Arbroath since the Long Night. She'd listened to Smith's stories about his travels, but she'd only half believed him—partly because she knew he was holding plenty back about himself, but also because she didn't want to believe it. They were driving in convoy, Paulie and Smith in the Cherokee, followed by Graf and Tucker in a delivery truck. She'd had reservations about bringing Tucker along after he'd come close to disobeying her orders the other night, but he was, after all, a former gunnery sergeant. He was also as hard as nails.

      At first, they'd made decent progress, picking their way between the abandoned vehicles on route 12. Paulie had quickly learned not to look inside the cars and trucks, but rather to treat them as nothing more than obstacles to be navigated around. They'd seen no other living things except for carrion birds until they reached the small town of Monestano. As she looked down on it from the overpass, she could see movement. There was a small retail park with a McDonald's and a motel, and people gathered around a fire lit in a trash can. She saw them look up at the little convoy, pointing and then scurrying for cover.

      The closer they got to Olympia, the harder it became to find a way through. In the end, she was forced to follow the truck as it barged a path through the scattered vehicles until, finally, they could go no further on the highway.

      They passed along streets lined with low rise buildings before reaching the commercial area. A Korean grocery store with its windows blown inwards next to a burned-out Vietnamese restaurant and then, quite suddenly, as they reached an intersection, they found the road entirely blocked.

      Two men, each armed with shotguns, walked up to Paulie's car.

      "Who are you and where are you from?"

      The speaker was an old man wrapped up in a large jacket and fur lined hat.

      Paulie heard the quiet click as Smith flipped the safety on his M9. "I'm Sheriff Paulina Ramos from Arbroath. We're just passing through on our way to Seattle."

      The old man peered into the car. "Just the two of you? So, who's your friend?"

      Smith leaned over and held out his hand. "I'm Pastor Smith."

      "You're a man of God? We have need of you. Come and have shelter with us for the night. My name is Jethro Thomas." He shook Smith's hand and then Paulie's. "And who's in the truck?"

      "Two of my deputies," Paulie said. "We're heading to Seattle to see what supplies we can get."

      Thomas looked doubtful. "Well, you know your own business, I'm sure. But I don't hear nothing good coming out of there. Anyway, you can leave your vehicles here and come inside. I'll set someone to watch them overnight."

      Paulie glanced at Smith who nodded. The truth was that it solved the problem of where they were going to camp tonight. She hadn't wanted to stop in an urban area but neither did she want to go on driving for long after dark.

      "We'll look after your weapons," Thomas said.

      Paulie shook her head. "No way are we handing them over. One of us will stay here with them overnight."

      

      The community here was much smaller than in Arbroath and much less organized. No more than a hundred souls inhabited the hotel they'd commandeered and the safe area they'd created was no more than a couple of hundred yards across.

      "We've done the best we can, but we got hit by bandits just as we were getting set up. Like fools, we thought they were the National Guard come to help us out, so we opened the gates and let them drive right in. Not that we could have stopped them even if we'd wanted to. Armed to the teeth, they were."

      The image of the military convoy that had approached the barricade at Arbroath popped into her mind.

      "We saw them, but they turned away."

      The old man shook his head. "You were lucky—they took everything we had, and some of our younger menfolk even went off with them. We've been dreading them coming back. Mind you, we've hidden our food where they'll never find it if they come back again. Oh, here's Luigi."

      They'd arrived at the center of a four-way intersection where a fire was burning, lighting up the square. A large middle-aged man walked toward them, then pulled Jethro aside. Paulie watched as the old man explained who they were, the other man's eyes darting back and forth between him and them.

      After a few moments, he broke away and walked toward them with his hand outstretched. "Welcome to our community. My name is Luigi Napoli. Jethro is a trusting man to allow you in, but it seems you are not here to steal from us and we are in no position to resist in any case."

      Paulie took his hand, "Thank you. We' re grateful to have found somewhere safe to stop for the night."

      Graf had stayed with the truck and Napoli seemed doubtful when he looked up into Marvin's bushy face, but his expression lifted when he met Smith. "Ah, thank the Lord. You have been sent to us in our time of need."

      Paulie thought Smith gave a tiny sigh before responding.

      "I am pleased to be here, Mr. Napoli. How may I be of service?"

      Napoli took his arm and guided him to what had once been a women's clothing shop on the corner. "This is our makeshift chapel, Pastor. It would greatly comfort us if you would lead us in a service. We did not celebrate our Lord's birth as we would wish, but perhaps now we can make amends."

      This time, Paulie was certain she'd seen it. Smith's shoulders sagged as if the burden of ministering to these people weighed him down. She watched as he was led away, and then noticed that Jethro was speaking to the others.

      "... join us in our evening meal," he said, and headed toward a coffee bar. Candles filled the inside and Paulie's nose wrinkled at the bitter aroma of roasting beans. "Luigi is a clever man—he has adapted some charcoal barbecues, so we can cook and make coffee." He waved at the closed kitchen door.

      The place was full of sullen people huddled together at tables eating rice. Paulie and Tucker found places on high stools at the bar. As they sat down, the kitchen door burst open and a figure emerged in a cloud of steam. It resolved into a beefy woman in chef's whites carrying a large saucepan. "Any more for any more?" she called.

      "Over here, Moira," Jethro said. "Can we spare enough for another three visitors?"

      The woman saw them for the first time. "Strangers, is it? But I can count, Jethro, and I only see two. Unless you're after another portion for yourse'n," she said in a broad Glaswegian accent.

      "The other visitor is with Luigi. He's a priest, Moira. He's going to hold a Christmas service for us."

      "Ach, that's all we need. And don't you go thinkin' I'm cookin' another Christmas dinner for the lot of you. We're fresh out of everythin' but rice, until you go shoppin' for me."

      She ladled soup into four bowls and added cooked rice. "There, it's no exactly haute cuisine but it's fair good ballast for a cold night. I'll get you a coffee." Seconds later she returned with a drink and a bread roll for each of them. "Not many of these left either, Jethro."

      Jethro sat beside them and watched them eat—a little too hungrily for Paulie's liking. "I'll go to the cache tomorrow, Moira. I'm sure we've got some of those part baked baguettes down there."

      "Aye, well see you do, or you'll all be going hungry tomorrow night."

      Paulie was enjoying the soup and rice so much she only noticed Smith's return when he sat beside her and began tucking in. "It's not much of a chapel," he said between slurps. "Just a cleared space with a cross made of two planks nailed together. He wants me to do the service tomorrow. I said we'll be leaving early, but this is going to delay us by a few hours at least. I can't really say no, can I?"

      "Nope. And this trip is already taking a lot longer than I expected. We've gone barely fifty miles in a whole day. I feel twitchy being away from the place, especially after what happened on Sunday."

      Smith tore into his roll with relish. "I don't think you need to worry too much. I reckon the lesson was learned. The mayor's keeping an eye on Petrov, but what can he do? He benefits as much as anyone else from having a safe and ordered community. I mean, can you imagine him trying to set up somewhere like this?"

      Quite suddenly, he sat up straight and his hand darted down to his pocket. He turned to her, his face white. "Gotta go. Don't follow!"

      He leaped off his seat and ran for the door as the heads of everyone in the coffee bar turned to watch.

      

      She heard his voice coming from the makeshift chapel. She'd had no intention of obeying his order not to follow and had guessed he'd head there—where else could he have gone?

      Paulie crept around the outside of the building, following the sound until she guessed she was on the other side of the window he was standing at.

      "I don't care how desperate you are, we agreed you wouldn't contact me outside the schedule."

      Silence fell, and she got the impression he was using some sort of two-way communication device and was listening to the response.

      "How can they possibly have found out about it? How many of us knew about it?"

      

      "That's a pretty short list of suspects and you and I are both on it."

      

      "I'm in the field, you idiot!"

      

      "Yes, of course I've got it with me. I'm hardly going to leave it behind, am I?"

      

      "Do you know for certain it's been taken?"

      

      "In that case, I suggest we stick to the plan. Without the key, it's no use to them even if they do get their hands on it."

      

      "Yes, I know." Smith's voice softened, and he let out an audible sigh. "Look, what can I say? If it's been taken then there's nothing we can do to stop them, but at least they can't use it without the key."

      

      "No, neither can we. I'm sorry, my friend. Farewell."

      

      Paulie was waiting for him as he left the shop. "Who are you?" she asked.

      "I told you not to follow me."

      Paulie shrugged. "Answer the question."

      "If I tell you, then you'll be involved too. Nothing will be the same for you."

      "Are you kidding me?" she yelled, gesturing around at the ruined town. "Now, you'll either tell me everything, or we leave you here—and don't imagine you'll be able to charm your way back into Arbroath."

      He shook his head sadly. They both knew that in a popularity contest among the citizens of Arbroath, he'd win hands down. But Paulie was gambling that he wouldn't fancy making his way back along the roads on foot.

      "Okay, you asked for it. Don't say I didn't give you fair warning," he said before leaning in to whisper. "My name is Scott Lee. My wife was Annabel Lee."

      This was so left field it was entirely out of the stadium and it took a couple of moments before it registered. "But you were the first to die."

      He gave a wan smile. "Apparently not."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Khaled closed the connection and wiped his forehead as he sat back in his chair. Could he be wrong after all? Was it possible they didn't know about the device and their apprehension of Jeremiah had been a coincidence?

      No. He didn't believe in coincidences. Neil had confirmed that the man he'd given it to in the first place, Solly Masters, had retrieved it from Jeremiah's pack having, it seemed, killed the two Lee Corporation operatives in the process. Mind you, Lee Corp's standards had slipped since the first wave. They seemed prepared to give a weapon and uniform to anyone who'd say the right words and pledge themselves to the company.

      Of the many sins Khaled knew he'd committed over the past couple of years, breaking his word to Lee Corporation was the one he felt least guilty about. No, his sleep was wrecked by shame that he hadn't had the courage to begin preparations months before—when he could have saved a lot more people. He clung to the hope that he could make some amends by preventing the second wave which would see, at best, the survivors become slaves to Lee Corp and, at worst, the extinction of the human race.

      The device represented the only chance of preventing that happening, but it had to get into the right hands and that depended on Neil and this man Solly. Neil Buchanon had been a facilities manager in a Lee Corp subsidiary who Khaled had befriended after a chance meeting at a company function. Khaled hadn't spent enough time around actual living people to become a good judge of character, but Buchanon exuded trust and charisma. He was also interested, at an amateur level, in the sorts of embedded systems that had been Khaled's life work. So, they'd become unlikely friends and when he learned the horrifying true nature of Lee Corp's plans, Neil was one of those he helped. It had been hard, very hard, to hide this, but he knew he had to try. He couldn't save the world, but he could save this man and his close family.

      The door to his apartment slid open and two black suited security operatives ran inside.

      "Hands away from the keyboard, Dr. Abdul, if you please."

      Khaled swung around as the guards grabbed his arms. "What's going on, Commander?"

      "We have finally caught up with the traitor who's been working against us all this time. Though with little enough effect, to be sure."

      "I don't know what you mean!" Khaled cried, as his insides filled with ice.

      Commander Chen leaned down so she could look directly into his eyes. "Don't lie!" she hissed. "We know enough to be sure you have betrayed us and what we don't know we will soon discover. Say goodbye to your apartment, Doctor. Your new accommodation is somewhat smaller and, I suspect, less to your liking."

      Khaled shook his head. "There must be some mistake, I am loyal!"

      She nodded at the guards who hauled him to his feet and began dragging him toward the door. A technician walked in and headed to his computer.

      "This is doomsday," Khaled called and, at that, his computer screens shut down and the room filled with the stench of burning plastic.

      "Quick, get the fire team in here now!" Chen called. She turned to Khaled, "You have just signed your death warrant," she spat.

      Khaled dropped his head and allowed the security guards to drag him from the room.
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      "Bella! Come quick!"

      She found the old man in the living room of the beach house. He was crouching over something on the dining table. When he stood up, she could see that it was an old radio complete with physical knobs and buttons.

      "... xico. Repeat. This is an automated announcement by the government of the independent states of Texas, Louisiana and New Mexico. To all citizens. There can be no recovery without security and so, in order to restore order and basic amenities, we ask that able-bodied citizens aged sixteen to forty-nine proceed to their nearest assembly point to enlist in our newly formed militia. Food, medical attention and shelter will be provided to enlistees and their immediate families. The list of muster points follows this message.

      "My name is John Murphy, and this is the voice of your president. We are coming for you. God bless the Triple Star States of America. Here are the muster points for volunteers."

      "Well, I'll be..." Al said as he put the pen down. "Maybe things are going to be put right after all. Mind you, I guess anyone with a few guns could take over wherever the emergency broadcasts are made from and claim just about anything they like."

      Bella slumped onto the couch. "I hope you're not thinking of enlisting—you're slightly out of their age range. But anyway, we can't go anywhere at the moment."

      "How's the boy?"

      "No better. The wound's looking pretty ugly and he's burning up."

      Al switched off the radio as it began the announcement again and then shuffled over to sit beside her. "I'm sorry, engel. I must have left a splinter in the wound. Any luck with antibiotics?"

      "No. Maddie's gone to see Silas, but I don't want my son's health to depend on that waster. And that doesn't solve the real problem—whatever's left in his leg. Oh Papa, what am I going to do?"

      Al put his arm around his daughter. "Well, we must find some antibiotics first and then, my liebling, we will enlist him."

      "What?"

      "Didn't you hear? This new government is offering medical care to those who enlist."

      She pulled away from him. "I don't want my son signing up for the militia of some illegitimate government!"

      "If you have a better idea, I'm all ears," Al snapped. "Look, I don't like it, but there's at least a chance they'll have a proper surgeon who can sort him out for good. And then the boy can help restore order. Seems to me a few months of taking orders and hauling supplies is a small price to pay for saving his life."

      Bella got up and walked across to the window. It faced the beach where a lone surfer was wading out to catch the next wave and two or three other figures were lying in the sand. Not a care in the world. She envied them. Jake had seemed to be recovering well after his injury, but once the antibiotics ran out, he went down with an infection quickly and now, just a few days later, he was completely bed ridden with a high temperature and swollen leg.

      "Where's the nearest muster point?" she asked without turning around.

      "San Antonio. Lackland Air Force Base."

      "Good grief, that must be a couple of hundred miles away."

      The old man came to stand beside her at the window. "Closer to three hundred is my guess, but I don't know where else we'll find a qualified surgeon or, at the very least, an army medic." He turned and grabbed her by the arms. "Come on, Isabella. Where's the chutzpah that's gotten you in so much trouble over the years? Three hundred miles, pah! If anyone can do it, it's my girl."

      "I couldn't do it without you, Dad."

      "Of course not, " he said with a smile, "You need someone along who knows which way up to hold a map."

      

      Bella tied the scarf around her face again and took a deep breath. She'd decided that her best chance of finding antibiotics was to search the beach houses along the peninsula—the beach houses occupied by the dead. Rather than clear them in the first days, Silas had simply declared them off limits and so they'd been left until now.

      Crystal Beach was popular with the elderly, so it was a fair bet they'd have some medication stashed away, but Bella hadn't been lucky so far. She clenched her jaw and pushed the door open.

      Even though she was holding her breath, she could still taste the stench in her nostrils. She ran in through the living room and flung the window wide open before leaning out and retching. She stood there for a few moments, her upper half in the fresh air, drawing oxygen into her lungs before turning to look at what lay on the couch. It had been human once, she knew, but now looked like something left over from Halloween. A shriveled form and a black stain.

      She sucked in another lungful of fresh air and ran into the bedroom, pulling open the bedside drawers and throwing the contents on the bed. At last! She grabbed the box of amoxicillin and her hand brushed against something long and hard in the bed. She looked to her left to see a sunken head peering at her from beneath the blankets. She shrieked and ran, accidentally drawing a breath of poisoned air. Bella threw her hand over her mouth, exploded onto the veranda and vomited over the railings.

      In her other hand, she held the box.

      

      The next day, she put the final box of supplies in the back of the car and turned to see Jake struggling out with his arm around his grandfather's shoulders.

      "Are you sure about this?" she asked as, with a groan, he heaved his injured leg in after him.

      He looked up at her. "Do I have a choice?"

      He shouldn't have been going anywhere except, in normal times, to the emergency room of the local hospital. His fever had relented a little and he could at least move now, but his skin was deathly pale.

      "It'll be the making of you, son," Al said as he climbed into the front passenger seat. "You'll have a hand in bringing civilization back."

      Bella had noticed that her father had become relentlessly upbeat since they'd decided to head to the airforce base. Jake had responded well to his enthusiasm, but she knew it was a shield Al had constructed to cloak his fear. Despite the chaotic nature of the community here, they'd felt safe in the beach house and it had become their home.

      Maddie climbed into the back of the car and slammed the door without a word. Worried though she was about her brother, she'd resented having to go with them. Bella, too, wished she could have left her daughter behind, but she simply couldn't trust Silas to keep her safe, especially after what had happened to Jake.

      It was a hot day and the windows were open as they pulled onto the main road and headed toward the 124. To their right, waves broke onto a deserted shore. The only movement they spotted was in the parking lot of a large hotel that faced the beach. A group stood beside a truck. It looked as though they were unloading supplies and Bella wondered whether there was a functioning community in that hotel or whether it was merely a meeting place for bandits.

      The cars littering the road were now dusty and most had broken windows. Dark figures could be seen inside many of them, but it was easy enough to pick a way through. From time to time, they'd come across a section that had been cleared of cars and they'd occasionally spot people on the sidewalk, always in groups. No one walked alone, it seemed, even outside the cities.

      Finally, they turned onto the main highway and from the light olives and yellows of the coast to the deep greens of south Texas. They passed a bait shop and a field of nodding donkeys. The road was more congested here and they were forced onto the grass more than once before going back to the highway. But there was no evidence of the new government until they saw a small shack by the side of the road. A man stood beside it and, when he saw them approach, he waved at them.

      "Are you crazy?" Al hissed. "Don't stop!"

      Bella ignored him, pulled the car into the side of the road and wound down the window.

      "Howdy ma'am," the man said, leaning forward to see who was inside. "You look like a genuine family."

      "We are. This is my father, and my son and daughter."

      The man pushed his hat back to reveal the grizzled face of a veteran. He wore a faded camouflage jacket and an unkempt beard. "Wow, that's some kinda miracle. Me, I had no one to lose, so I guess we was both lucky. But here, I got some papers here ‘cos you prob'ly don't know but we have ourselves a new government and Texas is a independent state again."

      He handed over four leaflets, each folded in the center.

      "We heard on the radio: Texas, Lousiana and New Mexico."

      "Well sure, they're in it too. The TLX we're callin' it. But we're bossin' the others."

      Bella cast her eyes down the leaflet. "So, nothing from the federal government?"

      He shook his head. "Nothin' but promises. They can't barely get DC under control so when d'you think they'd be helpin' us folks out? No, we have to do it for ourselves and the first thing is to get the military on the streets again. Gives folks comfort knowin' our guys have their backs." He paused for a moment and then pointed at Jake. "Your boy there, is he sick?"

      "He's injured and needs medical attention. We're taking him to Lackland."

      "He's gonna sign up? Good on you, son!" He reached through the car window, past Bella, and held out his hand to Jake who took it reluctantly.

      Bella held her breath as the man pulled back again and stood beside the road saluting. "Godspeed to you all," he said.

      "Have you seen many cars today?" Bella asked.

      "A fair few, ma'am. A fair few."

      She pulled away from the verge and watched in her rearview mirror as the man went back into the shack.

      

      "How's the fuel?" Al said, leaning across and squinting at the car display.

      "Fine," Bella responded, "I reckon we'll cover half the distance before we have to use your contraption."

      Al sat back and smiled. He'd spent many hours over the past few days rigging up a fuel extractor that he was eager to test though, right now, he was enjoying the sensation of moving through the landscape on a clear road.

      They were moving quickly along 124 and heading toward the intersection with 73 and then onto Route 10 taking them toward Houston. The plan was to bypass it on the south, although that meant going through Baytown. Bella wasn't sure they'd be able to resist checking on their family home, though she suspected it would be nothing more than a fire-blackened ruin.

      "Slow down a bit, congestion ahead," Al said.

      Bella huffed as she put her foot on the brake. Her father made for an aggravating passenger though, in truth, she'd been lost in thought and hadn't noticed that the number of abandoned cars on the road was increasing as they approached the junction with 73.

      She slowed the car to walking pace as she steered it through the gaps that had been made between vehicles. She thought she could see people moving among the wreckage, but the way became suddenly clear and she put her foot down.

      With a double bang, the car rocked, then jumped about as if she was driving off road.

      "Blowout!" called Al.

      Bella brought the car to a halt and jumped out. As she spun around, she looked directly into the barrel of a shotgun.

      "Well hello," said a drawling voice. "You seem to be having a problem with your car. Perhaps we can help."

      She looked up into a smiling face and then at the spike strip that ran across the road.

      

      Bella watched as Al, Jake and Maddie were hauled out of the car and held at gunpoint by the side of the road.

      "Careful, he's ill!" she called as Jake hobbled into place, sagging against the side of a vehicle.

      "This here's a toll road," the man who'd spoken first said. "So, how are you goin' to pay?"

      "Why didn't you just ask?" Bella snapped, her anger burning through her fear. "Why did you have to shred our tires?"

      "Well, little lady, we've found that folks ain't entirely inclined to be cooperative if they can just drive away. Know what I mean?" He was a tall man in his thirties with a filthy yellow beard and a tattoo of a skull on his cheek.

      He grabbed Bella by the arm and marched her around to the back of the car. The trunk was open, and another bandit was rifling through their possessions.

      "What's this here?" he said.

      "My dad made it for siphoning fuel," Bella said.

      Skulls lifted it up. "Old man, did you make this?" he called, nodding to the thug who was holding him.

      Al was brought around to stand beside Bella. "I did," he said.

      "How does it work?"

      "I'd be happy to show you, if you'd tell us what you intend to do with us."

      Skulls regarded the old man thoughtfully. "Well, see here mister, we ain't murderers, if that's what you're thinkin'. We're traders and if you've got something to sell, we're inclined to buy."

      "We haven't got anything other than what's in that trunk," Al said.

      "You know what they say, knowledge is power. Are you an engineer, by any chance?"

      Al shrugged. "I dabble. I fixed up a wind turbine. That's how we found out about the new government."

      Skulls laughed. "New government? There ain't no law out here, old man. No law but us and these." He waved his shotgun.

      "Seems to me you boys are behind the times and that might just get you into trouble before long."

      The shotgun swung around so that it was inches from Al's nose.

      "I thought you said you weren't murderers," Al said.

      "Dad!" Bella hissed.

      For a moment, the gun remained still but then, quite suddenly, it whipped away. "Well, you got spunk, I'll give you that," Skulls said, laughing again. "Say, d'you reckon you could fix up some power for us. There's a turbine the other side of the car shop."

      "Maybe I could," Al said. "We've got a job to do, seeing to my grandson. Once we've done that, we'll swing by and I'll give you boys a hand."

      "I don't reckon so. How about you get that turbine goin' and then we let you go on your way? Seems like a fair trade."

      Al shook his head. "No can do. The boy needs urgent medical care."

      "And where are you gonna get that? All the hospitals are shut down, old man!"

      "Lackland Air Force Base," Al said simply. "There's a military hospital there that's open for business."

      Skulls processed this for a few moments. "I don't reckon you're a liar, old man."

      "The name's Al."

      "But I ain't heard of that base, so it can't be around here."

      "San Antonio."

      "No way! We let you go, and we'll never see you again. No, you can stay—you'd just better work fast."

      Al looked across to Bella. She could see him processing. Despite all the laughter and assurances, Skulls was dangerous, but there was no way they could agree to stay here. They had a few days of antibiotics—barely enough to get them to the base before the infection took hold again. To stay would be to condemn Jake.

      "Let them go in a new car, with all their stuff," Al said, looking directly into Skulls's eyes. "And I'll stay."

      "No!" Bella shrieked.

      But Skulls smiled, spat in his hand and held it out. "You got yourself a deal old man. You got yourself a deal."
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      Snow began to fall as they crawled northwest on the Dwight D. Eisenhower Highway. To Solly's eyes, little had changed since he'd last been on the roads except that the vehicles had begun to blend into the landscape as the greens and browns of dirt and algae accumulated. He didn't look at the decaying remnants of the people inside—the only good thing about the snow falling was that it offered the prospect of hiding the contents of the cars and trucks.

      Their first target was Breezewood, PA, which would give them access to the Interstate 76 and 70 to take them westward. It was only sixty miles or so away, but Solly was under no illusion that they'd be able to cover that quickly.

      Neil was snoozing in the seat next to him and Ross was between them, his head in a book. Solly steered the pickup slowly around a car on its side, blackened paintwork testimony to a violent end. To make a path, he was forced to push the end of the ruined car and the shunt woke Neil up.

      "Where are we?"

      "I just saw a sign for Indian Springs," Solly said.

      "So, how far have we gotten?"

      Solly shrugged. "Not far."

      Neil grunted in frustration.

      "Look, if you want an accurate fix, why don't you ask Google?" Solly said.

      "Very funny. It's like going back to the Stone Age." He pulled the map sheet out of the glove box and squinted at it. "Could do with going to an eye doctor. I reckon I need a new reading prescription. Maybe fifteen miles. How long has that taken?"

      Solly shrugged. "Does it matter? I guess a couple of hours. It's been slow going. We're lucky we haven't had to go off road yet."

      "Breezewood, 36 miles," Ross said, pointing at the green sign as they rounded the latest stricken vehicle. "Will we get there before dark?"

      "Look, I'm going as fast as I can—we can't risk getting stuck or damaging the truck," Solly said.

      Ross settled back and resumed his reading. "I was only asking."

      Solly sighed. "What's the book?"

      "The Fellowship of the Ring. You said we were traveling farther than Frodo, but I've been reading for ages and he hasn't gone anywhere yet. Just this inn in the neighboring village."

      "I know how he feels," Solly responded as they crawled along the highway at barely more than walking pace.

      

      They'd chosen Breezewood as their first stop off point because it had more than one gas station, so it offered the best chance of filling up the fuel cans in the bed of the truck.

      The sky was darkening, and they'd been driving without lights, so they wouldn't be spotted, but it was now so gloomy they couldn't see far enough ahead. "Hey, what's that?" Solly asked.

      A single lane had been cleared in the road, the lanes to either side were nose to tail with wreckage. At the end of the lane stood three men wrapped up against the cold who raised their weapons as the car was funneled toward them.

      Solly wrapped his hand around his Ruger as his heart raced.

      Neil brought the truck to a halt and wound down the window.

      A face wrapped in a scarf against the cold looked inside. "Where are you folks headed?"

      "We were hoping to get some fuel," Neil said, "There's a Shell station somewhere here, isn't there?"

      The scarf was pulled down to reveal the face of a man of Asian descent with a stubbly beard. "The fuel belongs to the people of Breezewood, friend, so unless you've got something to trade for it, you better head off along the interstate. We're well enough armed to protect ourselves."

      Solly's eyes drifted involuntarily toward the weapon pointing at them. It was an old hunting rifle. "We've got an assault rifle you could have," he said. "In exchange for some diesel."

      The man glanced around the inside of the van.

      "It's hidden," Solly said. "If you'll agree to let us fill up our cans, we'll hand it over."

      The guard disappeared and Solly watched as he sauntered off to where a fire burned in an old oil drum. Two others stood there and, as they talked, each of them looked across at the truck.

      "Amateurs," Neil said. "Just a group of residents trying to protect the only resource this place has got. They're lucky they didn't run into the previous owners of this pickup."

      The man came back to the window. "We're gonna let you in, and then we'll take a look at that rifle you're offering and see if we can do a deal. Park in Sheetz," he said, pointing over his shoulder. "And no funny business. D'you hear me?"

      It was like being threatened by a puppy. A puppy with a loaded weapon. Neil thanked the man and watched as he lifted the makeshift barrier before driving slowly through it.

      A welcoming committee awaited them as they got out of the truck, weaponless hands held high. The sky was now almost dark, but two construction lamps illuminated the parking lot. So, they had power.

      Around a dozen people awaited them. Half had weapons pointed at the newcomers, and a black woman was the first to come forward. "We welcome you in peace," she said, holding out a hand. "My name is Hanna."

      "A funny kind of peace that involves pointing guns at us," Solly responded, returning the handshake and giving his name.

      She smiled and gestured around the forecourt. "We are peaceful, but not entirely naïve, Mr. Masters. We would not have survived these past weeks had we been so. George believes you are good folk, so we have admitted you. We mean you no harm, but if you wish us to share our fuel with you, then you must give us something we need in return."

      Solly introduced the others and, while they were shaking hands went around to the back of the truck and rolled back the cover, taking care to move slowly and deliberately, aware that he was in the sights of several shooters.

      He came out holding one of the weapons they'd taken from the former owners of the pickup.

      "Here, this is what we have to offer," he said, removing the magazine and stepping forward.

      "Carl, what d'you say?" Hanna said.

      A nondescript man wearing a trimmed mustache lowered his weapon and stood beside her. He took the weapon from Solly and examined it.

      "M16, standard issue. Good condition, bit of an antique. Military's been using carbines for years."

      "Will it improve our ability to defend ourselves?" Hanna asked.

      Carl nodded with thinly veiled enthusiasm. "Oh yeah, it sure will. As long as these fellas've got some rounds to go with it."

      "Worth a dip in our pond?"

      He looked from her to Solly and the others, weighing them up.

      "Carl, we're doing a trade here, that is all—do you understand?" Hanna said, turning to face him. "It's a matter of deal or no deal, those are the only two options on the table."

      His eyes swung back to Hanna and, for a moment, he seemed prepared to defy her, then he looked back at Solly and nodded. "Deal."

      "Good, now you have four jerry cans to fill? So that's about twenty gallons. Well, the rifle and a full magazine buys you ten gallons, the other ten depends on how much more ammunition you have to sell, or anything else you want to trade. Now, it's too late to dispense the fuel tonight, so why don't you make yourselves at home? There's a Day's Inn right next door. The ground floor has been cleared, so feel free to settle in. You can sleep safely tonight."

      

      They found a room that looked out onto the hotel parking lot and left the truck right outside the window.

      Solly hoisted his pack onto the bed and sat down with a sigh. It had taken an entire day to cover the fifty miles to Breezewood. At this rate, it would take the best part of a year to get to Arbroath.

      "Do you trust them?" Ross asked as he dropped his backpack on the floor and looked out the window. Flecks of snow appeared in the light of the candle set on the sill, but the only other movement came from the shadows walking across the communal fire at the roadblock.

      "Hanna seems okay," Solly said, "but we can't take any chances, so one of us will have to keep an eye on the truck."

      Neil was busying himself setting up the camping stove. "I wonder how she keeps everyone in line. That man who took the weapon—what was his name?"

      "Carl," Ross said.

      "Yeah, Carl. He's a troublemaker or I've never met one, but even he put up and shut up when she spoke."

      The room filled with the aroma of baked beans and he busied himself chopping up some hot dog sausages before stirring them in.

      "Here," he said as he handed a bowl to Solly. "Not exactly Gordon Ramsay, but it'll keep us full for the night."

      They lit candles and Solly sank into the armchair while Ross and Neil sat on the pull-out couch. One of the silver linings to this cloud—insignificant though it might seem—was that he appreciated food far more than he'd ever done before. It had transformed from being either a necessary evil that interrupted work or an excuse for overindulgence into a basic requirement, the fuel that would get his body and mind through another day.

      "You know what this needs?" he said as he spooned in another mouthful. "Some grated cheese. What I'd give right now for a block of parmesan."

      "Sorry, Sol," Ross said, "I don't think the restaurant can stretch to that. Maybe we should look out for some on our travels."

      They ate together in a silence only broken by the sounds men make when vigorously consuming food with no women around. The beans had been replaced on top of the stove by coffee grounds and Neil poured the dark liquid into each mug before handing it to them.

      "You know what," Solly said. "If there's one thing I've learned from this nightmare, it's to appreciate brief moments of happiness. And I'm enjoying this. Here's to you both."

      They touched mugs and slurped down their coffee.

      "Can we have a story?" Ross said. "You know, a fireside tale? Something creepy."

      Neil stifled a grim chuckle.

      "What? Have you got a good one?"

      "No, I was just thinking that we're living in a pretty creepy story right now," he replied, before pausing for a moment. "Well, I suppose I could tell you the tale of Annabel Lee."

      "It was many and many a year ago, ⁠

      In a kingdom by the sea,

      That a maiden there lived whom you may know, ⁠

      By the name of Annabel Lee," Solly chanted.

      "Edgar Allan Poe?" Neil said.

      "The Stevie Nicks version."

      "Well, sadly the real life Annabel Lee wasn't quite the angelic love bird of the poem, though she certainly took her name from it. Tell me, Ross, what do you know of her?"

      Ross shrugged, though delighted to be asked. "I guess I know what everyone does. She was the genius who created the Bones implants. Saved millions of lives."

      "Her face was on the cover of Time magazine more times than anyone in history," Solly said. "She was like Steve Jobs times ten. Most people saw her as a savior, others as a wolf in sheep's clothing—not everyone liked the idea of the implants."

      Neil nodded. "I think she began with the best of intentions. She was born in India, you know. Her mother was Chinese and her father English, but she was educated in the US as well as the UK, so she had a very global viewpoint. She was born Annabel Jones, but she took her mother's surname when her parents divorced as she blamed her father's infidelity for the break up. And it meant she had the same name as that Poe character—I think that influenced her more than most people imagine."

      "Well, this is all fascinating, but where's the creepy story?" Ross asked.

      Neil smiled, took a bottle from his pack and poured a little liquor into each mug before saluting them again. "Well, I won't bore you with the details of how she used her time in India to focus her innate genius on solving health problems. She met her future husband when she was studying for her doctorate at MIT."

      "Scott Lee was brilliant in his own right," Solly said as Neil drew breath. "He's credited with developing some of the most advanced algorithms in the world. I've worked on projects that used them. Amazing."

      Neil nodded. "Indeed, an underrated genius. But Annabel became the mast he tied himself to, so he poured his expertise into helping her realize her dream of self-diagnosing implants that could save lives both as emergency resuscitation devices and by providing early warning of diseases and conditions. Brilliant concept. And then the medical insurers got wind of what she was doing, and they became mandatory almost overnight."

      "Don't I know it," Solly said. "When I started working at IncaTech the job offer was conditional on getting the implants—and on my wife and children having it. Paid for by the insurers, but I wasn't happy. Lots of people held out to begin with, but the premiums were so much lower, pretty much everyone got onboard in the end. And then, when I went to work at Taylor and Ritchie, we had to have this new upgraded Chinese model fitted."

      Neil leaned in, as if the walls might have ears. "So, if you'd gone through all that, how would you feel if you got a disease that the Bones didn't pick up until it was too late? A disease that's typical of the poorer countries of the world where there's no commercial case for early diagnosis?"

      "I'd be pretty cheesed off," Solly said.

      "How much angrier would you be if you'd devoted your life to building a device that then fails to save yours?"

      Solly lowered his mug, his mouth dropping open. "Are you saying that's what happened to Lee?"

      "Guys, what's going on outside?" Ross called out.

      Glass exploded inwards as a hail of bullets punched holes in the opposite wall. They dropped instantly and Solly desperately searched for his weapon. Ross crawled under the bed as rounds continued to spit into the room, shattering mirrors and splintering door frames. He came back with Solly's Ruger and pressed it into his hands. Solly flipped over and pushed at Neil, but there was no response.

      "Neil!" he hissed as the firing stopped. He pushed harder and Buchanan rolled onto his back, his sightless eyes staring upwards.

      The barrel of a gun appeared through the window.

      "Reckon we got 'em," hissed a voice from outside.

      Solly's mind filled with a red mist as he recognized Carl. Solly and Ross were right under the window, crouched in a fetal position. Solly nodded to him hoping he'd understand and then, in one swift movement, he grabbed the barrel of the shotgun with one hand and brought his weapon up with the other. The man's eyes widened for an instant before Solly pulled the trigger and he dropped.

      It wasn't Carl. He was standing to one side, out of harm's way, or so he thought, but now he brought his rifle up and was leveling before Solly could react when a shot rang out and he fell sideways, blood jetting from his shoulder.

      "Put your weapons down!" Hanna's voice called from out of the darkness. "Put them down! There's a half dozen of us with you in our sights right now, so drop them."

      Solly sighed, then knelt beside Neil, feeling his throat thicken and water forming in the corners of his eyes.

      He barely heard Hanna call out from the other side of the ruined window, "Looks as though we'll be having a hanging."
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      Bella had never felt so alone. It had been more than 36 hours since her father had chosen to stay with Skulls and his gang and she couldn't help but wonder whether he was still alive. Surely, he wouldn't be able to keep up the pretense that he was an engineer for long? He was a clever man and good with his hands, but it was a long way from fixing the domestic wind turbine on the beach house to doing the same for a commercial setup. Soon enough, he would be exposed and Skulls would exact his revenge.

      But it was the loneliness that was crushing her. She'd been driving through a desolate landscape of abandoned vehicles and burned out houses with a sick son and a daughter who had said barely a dozen words since her grandfather had left. It was as if Maddie blamed her for grandpa's sacrifice. Well, maybe she was right.

      The journey itself had also taken its toll. They'd stopped at their old house in Baytown to find it a burned out ruin and all three of them had spent longer than they should have done sobbing at this most personal wound to their shared history. Now they were homeless, unless they could call the beach house home, and the only thing on Bella's mind was getting Jake the medical attention he needed before it was too late. So, she skirted around Houston to the south, before heading for I-10. She'd briefly wondered why the governor hadn't chosen Houston to be a muster point for his new militia, it would certainly have been more convenient if he had, but, as she skimmed the outskirts of the city, all she could see was a pall of smoke hanging over it. It was as if it had been burned as thoroughly as their home.

      When they finally reached the interstate, it was impassable for many miles, so she shadowed it on smaller roads and dusty tracks until she could see gaps appearing between the vehicles. The east bound side cleared first, so she hopped onto the road and drove against the direction of the traffic, weaving around the wreckage and, once or twice, was forced to leave again only to pick it up at the next intersection.

      They saw other people from time to time. For a couple of hours, they were part of an unofficial convoy of three cars heading west until the other two, on missions of their own, turned off the interstate and headed into the country.

      It didn't help matters that she was driving an unfamiliar car. Rather than replace the tires on her SUV, Skulls had told them to pick a car from the dealership and it didn't sell many larger cars. She was, in the end, forced to choose a Toyota Land Cruiser with a manual shift and she'd entertained Skulls and his cronies by kangarooing along the road. By sheer luck, however, it had an almost full fuel tank, so they stood a fair chance of getting to San Antonio without needing to find more—as long as they weren't forced to abandon the car along the way.

      "Look!" Jake said. It was his turn to sit in the front and he jabbed a finger at the windscreen.

      At first, she thought it was a regular road sign, but over the metal frame hung a white banner. A message had been hand painted with care onto it:

      Welcome to the Free States of Texas, Louisiana & New Mexico.

      "So, it is a thing," Bella muttered. Relief flooded her body. Part of her had wondered whether they weren't following a phantom across the country, a sort of Shangri La that could be sought for, but never found.

      As they approached the sign, the road suddenly cleared from side to side and there, a few yards inside this newly declared border, stood a military checkpoint.

      Bella slowed the car gently as she approached it before bringing it to a halt. Three men in military uniform stood behind the barrier, their guns trained directly at her, while a fourth approached the car, gesturing for her to wind down the window.

      "Good day, ma'am," he said in a broad south Texan accent. He was wearing a modified Texas National Guard uniform—the name strip had been torn off and replaced with a plastic badge. "I'm Corporal Demers. There are three of you in the vehicle?"

      "Yes, these are my son and daughter."

      His eyes opened wide. "Your actual flesh and blood?"

      "I've been very lucky," Bella said.

      "It's a God given miracle," Demers said, smiling. "But what's your business here?"

      "I'm taking my son to Lackland Air Force base to enlist."

      His smile widened. "Well, good for you. But your boy don't look too healthy."

      "He was injured," Bella responded. "We're hoping the army medics can help us."

      "Sure they will. Okay, you'll have to give me your names to go on this here form, then I'll give you a docket to put in your window so's the other checkpoints will let you pass. It'll also get you a place for the night."

      This was welcome news as dusk was only an hour away. She'd planned to sleep in the car, but the thought of a safe bed threatened to overwhelm any sense of caution.

      "’Cos rule number one is 'Respect the curfew.' Dusk till dawn, no folks are to be out. Don't you forget it, ‘cos it's a shoot on sight policy. Can't be too careful till security is totally established."

      Bella gave her details and watched as the corporal filled out the form with the slow and deliberate care of a man new to the task. She had little experience of the military, but she'd be prepared to bet that six weeks ago Corporal Demers had been earning his living in an entirely different way.

      "Here you go," he said, handing over a piece of paper with a crudely drawn symbol on it. "That should see you right. Now, head along the road and the guys at the next checkpoint will point you in the right direction."

      

      They pulled away from the checkpoint as the barrier was raised and Bella watched through the rearview mirror as it closed again like the shutting of a door. She couldn't explain why, but it gave her the creeps, but her mood soon lightened as they drove into another world.

      There were no abandoned cars on this side of the border. In fact, it was only the lack of traffic that gave any hint to the truth that these weren't normal times. They had less than an hour's daylight left, but she could see no sign of strife anywhere on the flat landscape to either side of the highway. Leafless bushes marched alongside the road and beyond she could glimpse wide tussocky expanses of scrub dotted with small crops of trees.

      Finally, as she was beginning to worry about it becoming dark before they found shelter, she saw the lights of another checkpoint ahead.

      A clean shaved young man looked in through the side window. "Ma'am this ticket says you're to be found housing. Please take the slip to the right and follow the track until you reach a house on the left, they'll take you in."

      Bella thanked him and was going to pull away when he said, "Did the guards at the other checkpoint search the car?"

      "What for?"

      "Weapons, primarily."

      There was no sense lying. "No."

      The soldier straightened up and gestured to his comrades. Bella thought she heard the word "amateurs" under his breath.

      "Would you please open the trunk," he said aloud.

      Bella got out and padded around.

      "We will need to search you and your companions," he said as he riffled through their belongings.

      Jake groaned as they helped him out of the car.

      "What's the problem with him?" the first guard said as he spent slightly longer than was necessary patting Bella down.

      "He's got a leg injury. It's infected and we're nearly out of antibiotics."

      The guards straightened up. "You'd best set off for the base first thing in the morning. It might take a while to get you processed."

      He conferred with the other guards and showed Bella a plastic crate containing their guns.

      "Here is a list of the weapons we have confiscated. They will be added to the state armory."

      "We can't have them back?" Bella asked, horrified.

      He shook his head. "You won't need them. You're inside a safe enclave."

      "What about the Second Amendment?"

      The guard guided her back into the driver's seat. "We have a new constitution, ma'am. Only members of the armed forces or the militia are permitted to carry weapons. Now, head to the right and follow the track. Have a good evening."

      Bella started the car in a daze and headed in the direction he'd indicated. She'd never been a vocal fan of guns, but the right to self-defense was ingrained in the souls of most Texans and the idea that they'd give that up was impossible to process. Except when you considered that nineteen out of twenty were now dead. History had shown time and again that a small determined group can quickly come to dominate a much larger population if they act swiftly and decisively.

      The lane meandered off to the right, on one side bordered by a huge paddock and on the other by scrub. Then a large white house emerged from the left and she swung into the dusty drive. Before she'd brought the car to a halt, a man appeared on the veranda and strode out to meet them.

      "You must be newcomers," he said, his hand held out in greeting. "Come inside quickly, it is nearly time for curfew."

      He was a big, bearded man wearing denims and a thick woolen sweater.

      Jake moaned as his leg gave way.

      "I will help the boy," the man said. "You can bring your bags."

      Bella and Maddie followed him up the steps to the front door which stood wide open. Lights blazed from within and a smiling woman took Bella's bag and led her through the house.

      "My name is Ethan Calder," the man said after he'd helped Jake onto the bed. "This is my wife Alice and you are welcome in our home. You will find a washroom through there and, once you've freshened up a little, please join us in the kitchen for the evening meal. We'll keep it warming until you're ready."

      "Please don't wait for us. Go ahead and eat," Bella said.

      The big man shook his shaggy head. "We have the honor of welcoming newcomers who need shelter for the night, not knowing our laws, and so we will wait for you." He turned and followed his wife out of the room.

      "I feel as though I'm in an episode of Westworld," Maddie said as she looked around the room. "I mean, it seems too good to be true, doesn't it? Or is it me?"

      Bella put her arm around her daughter's shoulders and was relieved that she didn't resist. "No, I feel it too, darling. I've felt it ever since we crossed the border, and even more so when they took our guns. But we've got no choice but to play along—nothing's more important than Jake getting the help he needs. We can figure the rest of it out from there."

      

      A shower—a genuine, actual shower powered by an electric pump—and a change of clothes had brightened the moods of both Bella and Maddie. Examining Jake's wound, on the other hand, only made the urgency of their task all the more obvious and her heart broke as she watched her son struggle into the shower. Frankly, she'd do a deal with the devil himself to get him seen to and cured.

      Ethan sat at the table with a young girl he introduced as his daughter, Margaret, while Alice busied herself at the stove. The kitchen was filled with the rich aroma of a beef stew.

      "Please, sit," Ethan said, indicating three seats on the opposite side of the table.

      Bella watched, her mouth watering, as Alice ladled the stew into wide bowls and handed one to each of them.

      "Tell me, Ethan," she said, forcing her attention away from the food while Alice piled on fresh vegetables, "how are things here, in, what do you call it?"

      "Officially we live in the Free States of Texas, Louisiana and New Mexico, but most call it the TLX, even the governor."

      "So, you're not part of the USA anymore?" Jake asked.

      Ethan gave a shrug. "I think most of us think of ourselves as Americans still, but the USA as a political unit ceased to exist six weeks ago and we have been forced to take matters into our own hands. Though, I take no credit for that. I am a humble follower. But here, let us eat before we talk. Shall I say grace?"

      The stew was delicious. It was as if Bella's taste buds had been on vacation and were finally being given something worth eating for its own sake as much as its nutritional value.

      There was even a decent Texan Chardonnay to go with it, but Bella didn't want to let Ethan off the hook so, when they left the table to sit in the living room, she brought the subject up again.

      "What do you know of the governor?"

      Ethan's face darkened just a little at the change in subject—he'd been holding forth on the farming prospects for the next year.

      "I know he's a good man. Used to work in the Texas government. He brought together the surviving leaders and... " he gestured around as if his living room was evidence in itself, "the result is peace and people getting fed. I don't hear no complaints."

      Bella opted to drop the topic. She was puzzled by Ethan's defensive reaction whenever she asked anything, so she switched onto safer ground. "We do have one thing in common; our families survived. I'm certainly thankful for that."

      Ethan seemed to relax at this. "We sure are lucky. Now, why don't you head along to bed—you want to be up and on the road early tomorrow to get that boy seen to."

      Though surprised at this abrupt dismissal, Bella was exhausted and welcomed the idea of sleeping in a real bed again. Two nights in the car had done her back no favors.

      As they were going into their room, Bella heard little Margaret's voice behind them.

      "Oh, go on then," he said in reply. "But don't go bothering them."

      Margaret slipped past her father and ran up the corridor, a cuddly toy swinging from her arms.

      "I've got this for Maddie," she called as she came into the room. "Here, I thought you might want something to cuddle tonight."

      The little girl turned to go out again as Ethan's footsteps approached. As she passed Bella, she quickly leaned up and whispered in her ear.

      "He ain't my daddy and she ain't my mommy. I gotta pretend like we're family, but we ain't. Watch your girl."

      And then she was gone.
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      Paulie scanned the compound from the fourth floor of a ruined building and sighed. "We're too late."

      Figures in military uniforms strode back and forth across a cracked concrete landscape of rusty containers and military vehicles.

      "Looks as though it's pretty organized down there," the man she'd known as Pastor Smith said.

      They'd barely spoken since the night she'd overheard his radioed conversation with his contact within the Lee Corporation. At first, she'd refused to believe him. How could he possibly be Annabel Lee's husband, the man whose death in front of the world's cameras had signaled the beginning of the Long Night?

      Her mind rejected the possibility outright, but her heart told her it was the truth. He said he'd become aware of his wife's intentions too late to prevent them being realized, so he'd injected himself with a paralyzing agent, making it appear he'd died instantly. His conspirators then removed his body, using the unfolding chaos of that night to shield their movements. He was taken to a small community to the south where he convalesced and set out on his mission in the West.

      He wouldn't reveal what this mission entailed, despite Paulie's dogged questioning, and this lack of honesty, along with the fact that he'd been fooling them ever since he first walked into Arbroath, had been enough to build a wall between them. Though she did have a sneaky admiration for the sheer balls it took to impersonate a priest using nothing more than a Bible and Book of Common Prayer he'd found on his long journey, along with memories of a Catholic upbringing in the UK. That he was British was another surprise, but he'd been in the US for long enough to be able to adopt a completely authentic east coast accent.

      She'd reluctantly agreed to keep his identity a secret for now as long as he kept to his side of the bargain and continued to provide the spiritual support the people of Arbroath needed, at least until he completed his mission. Whatever that was.

      Paulie peeked out of the window again. She'd expected the armory to have been raided in the preceding weeks, but she'd hoped to find some of the better hidden caches untouched. She'd also thought it unlikely that anyone would think to drive away with the military transport vehicles and APCs. She'd been wrong about that too as only a couple of rusting specialist trucks remained on the other side of the razor wire.

      She slid down the wall and took the cup of coffee from Marvin, who'd set up a camping stove in the corner. Beyond him, Paulie could see the first of a row of steel lockers that ran around a central landing. Most had been broken into at some point since the Long Night and the personal possessions stored there stolen. How pointless it all was, she thought. Just like this mission.

      Then the floor began vibrating. "Something's coming," Lee said.

      Paulie got up onto her haunches and looked out over the window sill. A small convoy of military vehicles was approaching from the left. Several trucks followed two tanks. Ahead of them all was a jeep. "I know him!" Paulie gasped. "It's the leader of those bandits who threatened Arbroath."

      "Good grief," Lee responded, "So do I. He works for the Lee Corporation."

      The gates swung open, and the convoy trundled into the compound. The leader waved and jumped down from the jeep, receiving cheers from the soldiers. Paulie watched as, after some handshaking and backslapping, he shepherded them to the rear of the convoy—the trucks had come to a halt with their rear doors facing where Paulie and the others were. He swung open the doors of the first and the cheer went up again. Between the bobbing heads of the onlookers, she could see what looked like boxes of food, enough to feed an army.

      He moved along to the second one and, this time, two armed soldiers jumped down first. Paulie squinted into the dark interior of the truck and then gasped. "They've got people in there!"

      Again, the cheer went up and Paulie wondered whether they had rescued these people, but one look at the first person to walk down the steps banished that thought. It was a youngish woman wearing stained clothes. Her body was stooping, like a trapped animal, and her hands were tied. A man followed her. His face was bruised and the t-shirt she could see beneath his jacket was splashed with blood. He was also bound around the wrists and two guards manhandled him so he stood beside the woman alongside the truck.

      Paulie was unable to glance away from the procession of men, women and children who hesitantly climbed down the steps and into the light, only to be lined up next to the others. It was like a scene out of Schindler's List.

      "The most valuable resource in this new world is going to be manpower," Lee said. "How big is this base?"

      "Big enough to hide a small army. Who is their leader?"

      Scott Lee continued watching the sad parade. "Lad Melua. He was appointed head of security for the Seattle building. Born in one of the old Soviet states but came over as a child. Brutal."

      "What was the Lee Corporation doing hiring thugs like that? It's a tech company isn't it?"

      He settled back down to take a swig of his coffee. "Technology is expensive and has to be protected. Anyway, this particular company had a mission or, at least, I thought it did."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, clearly it had a mission, it just wasn't the one I thought I'd signed up for. The alleviation of suffering; that was my calling. And being given a good cause to continue my research."

      The guards herded the last of the people into a low building behind the loading bay, and Paulie sat back down to finish her coffee.

      "Ain't there nothin' we can do?" Tucker said, withdrawing from the window. "Them poor folks. It ain't right. I swore an oath to protect the constitution and there ain't nothin' in there about treating people like cattle."

      Paulie tried to hide her surprise at this compassion in someone who, only days ago, had been willing to string up a petty thief.

      "I know what you're thinkin'," he said, "but he was a criminal and caught in the act. These are probably just innocent folks. Could have been us if we hadn't stood together and I figure we have you to thank for that."

      "Look over there," Graf said, saving Paulie the embarrassment of coming up with a reply.

      The gate was lifting and a small group of people carrying large backpacks came out. Two of them wore military uniforms, but the others were dressed in civilian clothes though they were, Paulie noticed, clean and in good condition.

      "Foraging party," Paulie said. "Though surely this area must have been stripped clean by now?"

      Lee shook his head. "Seattle's a big city and there are plenty of apartment blocks not far from here. It would take years to strip them of everything useful. I guess they send out their expeditionary force to seize people and supplies in large quantities, then use local scavenging to top up the stocks."

      "I think we should follow them and get some answers. Just me and one other. Not you, Pastor. Jon?"

      Graf looked uncertainly at her, but his answer was cut off by Tucker. "With respect, Sheriff, Jon here's a good cop, but what you need is a military man and that's me."

      Paulie glanced across at Graf, who gave the tiniest of nods. She wasn't sure she felt comfortable trusting a man who'd come so close to disobeying her orders, but she'd appointed him as a deputy and if she wasn't going to trust him in situations like this, she should have removed him back in Arbroath when she'd had the chance.

      "Okay. Get your stuff together. You two get the truck ready for a quick exit. If we're not back in three hours, get yourselves out of here under cover of dark."

      "We're going nowhere without you," Graf said.

      Paulie took his hand. "If we're not back in that time, Jon, then we're not coming back. But I'll be careful, honest. You know me."

      Graff mumbled something noncommittal and then handed Tucker's pack to him. "Oh, and Marvin: I hold you personally responsible for making sure the sheriff gets back safely. Do you understand me?"

      Tucker's eyes narrowed as he held Graff's stare but, after a moment, he nodded and followed Paulie out.

      

      Ramos and Tucker shadowed the foraging party as it headed into a residential area. They kept their weapons in their hands and followed as far behind the group as they could without the risk of losing them. Dusk was falling as they passed a big blue self-storage building and climbed a hill lined with single story houses.

      The party was walking along the low picket fences without looking to the left or right—they knew exactly where they were going. As Paulie reached the first house, she glanced across to see that the door was open and two black bags lay outside, with cable ties sealing the top.

      Marvin touched her arm and crouched down as their quarry stopped a few houses up. Each took a white boiler suit from their pack and climbed into it. Two of the suited figures went into the house and the rest dispersed, two by two, into the neighboring properties.

      Paulie gestured right and Marvin followed her around the back of the first bungalow, the one that had been cleared on a previous expedition. They flitted into the garden, keeping low, until they were around the back of the house.

      "Oh, my G—" Paulie moaned, before slapping her hand over her mouth.

      The remains of a bonfire lay on the lawn. Blackened garden furniture and firewood piled around an upright post. And tied to the post was the charred remnants of what had once been a human being. The legs had been totally consumed, but the torso remained, and, at the top, the head was untouched by flames.

      "Didn't happen long ago," Marvin whispered. "Couple of nights, I reckon."

      The victim's face was twisted into a grimace of unimaginable agony, eyes staring at the heavens as if begging for deliverance. A young man, his shoulder length hair fell over the collar of a white boiler suit.

      "Animals," Marvin said.

      "Come on," Paulie responded, dragging her eyes from the hideous scene. "Let's get behind one of the houses without a guard." It was simple math—there were a dozen boiler suited house cleaners and two armed men watching them. That was the reason, presumably, for such brutal treatment of transgressions.

      The guards were standing on either side of the road, each outside one house. She and Marvin slid until they had two properties between them and the guards. They wouldn't have long, but she needed answers. She had to understand what was going on here—she couldn't return to Arbroath without knowing the true nature of the threat to the north.

      They found a side door. Paulie could hear heavy footsteps inside. The workers were dragging something across the floor. Her nose burned with the stench emerging through the gaps in the door frame. "I think they're disposing of a body," she said, gasping, "so we're going to have to wait for them."

      Marvin's face dropped. "In there?" he hissed.

      Paulie nodded and turned the door handle. It was locked, but Marvin levered open the small window above it, letting out a cloud of the disgusting gas, before reaching around and unlocking the door from the other side.

      She pushed the door open gently, bracing herself against the smell, and they ran quickly through the living room, ignoring the black stain on the couch, and into the hallway, jumping into the shadows as the boiler suited workers came back in, wiping their gloves on their overalls.

      At a nod from Paulie, they swept forward as the figures went to return to the living room. Marvin's knife caught the fading light as it swung into place over the jugular of the nearest worker, just as Paulie pressed her handgun against the forehead of the other.

      "Silence!" she hissed. "Now, into the kitchen."

      They followed the two figures inside and shut the door.

      "Who are you?" the first stammered, as they were released.

      "We're cops from out of town," Paulie said. "And we want some answers. Good grief, you're women."

      The one who'd spoken first pulled her hood down. "Of course. This is women's work, or so we're told. But look, the guard will be here any minute and if they find you here..."

      "Yes, we've seen what they do to those who cross them, but we can handle ourselves," Paulie said.

      The other woman, of Latino appearance, shook her head vigorously. "No, you must not do that. If you kill the guards, we cannot return, and if we do not return, they will kill our friends. And they will find us."

      "Then answer our questions quickly," Marvin rumbled, silencing the women.

      "Tell us about the settlement. Who runs it and how did you come to be there?"

      The women exchanged glances and the one who'd first spoken, a middle-aged woman with heavy bags under her glasses, responded. "It is run by Colonel Melua. He and his band came to our town and took everyone they could find, and all our possessions."

      "Are you imprisoned?"

      "Yes. We have converted some buildings to live in, though they are getting overcrowded, especially with the new ones who arrived today, poor things, I wish there was something we could do about them — "

      Paulie cut off the woman's stream of consciousness. "Okay, I've got the picture. What are the people used for?"

      "Some of the men are taken into the militia. Colonel Melua, he calls it his New Model Army, though they are really just bandidos," The Latino woman replied. "The rest he puts into work details or uses for menial tasks around the compound. He says we will move out soon, to somewhere better, but I do not know."

      "So, you're held against your will?"

      The first woman shrugged. "There are gates and razorwire, but where would I go if I escaped? I did not want to come here, but I would have died if I'd stayed where we were. This life is better than no life. But you must go!"

      "Lydia, Maria, how are you getting on?"

      Paulie cursed to herself and waved the two women out of the kitchen. She heard footsteps on the path before they echoed in the hallway.

      "There you are. What have you been doing? There ain't time for chit chatting. Darn women. Now just you get on wi—What's that you say?"

      "Don't kill him," whispered Paulie, though she wasn't sure Marvin heard her.

      The door burst open, and a shot rang out. Paulie grabbed the arm and pulled it inside. Cries came from the road and a whistle blew in the gathering darkness. She brought her fist down on the man's head and he fell back, senseless.

      "We'll split up," she said. "Meet back at the armory."

      Marvin shook his head. "Nah, better chance together."

      "That's an order. And if I don't make it, tell him Paulie says 'Wiggie' and he'll know you're not responsible. It was the name he gave his favorite dog as a child."

      She sprang up. "You head out the back, I'll lead them off."

      Marvin went to protest, but she'd run into the night.

      

      Paulie kept herself visible for long enough to draw the remaining shooter behind her. If she killed the man, then the women would suffer and, even though she'd been betrayed by them, she didn't want that to happen. She was running in the opposite direction to the route back to the armory where the others were hiding.

      She darted between two houses. Now it was time to lose her pursuer—Marvin should be half way back to the others by now. Graf would be furious. But Paulie wasn't going back. She'd never intended to.

      Smith's suggestion of this fool's errand had presented the perfect opportunity. She was finally going to deal with the long-borne burden of her daughter's fate. One way or another, she would find out what had happened to Luna.

      Paulina Ramos hid beneath a willow tree in the garden of what had once been a well appointed dwelling and watched the guard run past. She waited for ten minutes and then headed from yard to yard. She was looking for a vehicle. Paulie was heading south.

      Don't worry, darling. Mommy's coming.
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      A set of stepladders had been placed beneath a street light, and Solly watched as Carl climbed them at gunpoint. It was now mid-morning on the day after Neil's murder and they'd just come from his graveside. As part of his punishment, Carl had been forced to dig the pit and fill it in, trembling in abject fear as he labored.

      A noose hung from the light and a man Solly didn't recognize climbed the other side of the ladder and looped it around Carl's neck. He spoke a few words to the condemned man and descended.

      Hanna stepped from the gathered crowd and stood beside the base of the light. As she opened her mouth, the man on the ladder began to cry.

      "Please. Please. I'm beggin' you, Hanna," he sobbed. "I was wrong to do it, I know, but I just wanted their weapons to protect us. You know I've been faithful. Done my best by you."

      A woman standing to Solly's right spoke. "He's right, Hanna. He saw off them bikers. He's kept us safe."

      Hanna waited for a moment, perhaps to see if there would be any further protests. "If we are to survive as a community, then we must respect the rule of law and we must be true to our word. When we offer sanctuary, we must provide it. There are enough weapons on that truck to kill every one of us and if our visitors had suspected us of being faithless, then we would all be dead now."

      "This man's attempt to steal these weapons would be cause enough to have him banished from the community but last night he killed someone who had sought our protection — "

      "I didn't mean to," Carl wailed. "Honest to God, I swear I didn't mean to kill him."

      Hanna turned to look up at him. "No, you meant to kill them all, Carl. And you were going to drive away in their truck and leave us to pick up the pieces. A life here obeying the rules got a bit stale, didn't it?"

      "No! It weren't like that. I swear it. Please Hanna."

      She faced the crowd again. "People of Breezewood, you granted me full executive powers when you elected me mayor and so I don't need your approval to punish this man. But I invite any here to speak for him if you will."

      Carl's wide eyes scanned the faces of the people watching him, begging for someone to plead for him.

      The woman who'd spoken before was the only taker. "Like I said, Hanna, he has fought for us. That ought to count for something."

      Hanna nodded gravely. "You speak wisely, Christine."

      She stepped to the side and gestured to the man standing beside the ladder. In one movement, he kicked it away and, with a shriek, Carl fell before, like the cracking of a whip, he jerked and kicked for a few moments and then was still.

      Solly stood, open mouthed, at the hideous spectacle. The crowd gasped as one but went silent as Hanna put her hands up. "He has been put out of his misery, as a kindness, but let no one be in any doubt that if our community is to survive, it must be just. Without law, we have nothing but anarchy. We do not have the facilities to keep prisoners, so justice must be swift and, perhaps, harsh. But we can have no dead wood in Breezewood."

      Ross, who'd been standing in Solly's shadow and under his instructions had not looked at the makeshift gallows or the man hanging from them, tugged on Solly's arm. "Can we go now?"

      "Sure," he responded, and turned to leave these people to their grim business.

      The people of Breezewood had filled the jerry cans with diesel and had added some of the food they'd gathered in their foraging. Solly pulled out the rifle and handed it to Hanna who was striding across the hotel parking lot.

      "Thank you," she said. "You are welcome to stay longer, if you'd like. I'm truly sorry about your friend."

      Solly lifted his pack into the cab. "We need to get back to the road, but thanks for the offer."

      "Or perhaps you don't like our way of delivering justice?"

      He turned back to her and shrugged. "I came pretty close to killing him myself last night. Neil had a family that survived the Long Night, you know. A miracle. And he was a good man. Didn't deserve to die. Maybe his killer did."

      "I'm sure you think I'm a hard woman, Solly, but the world needs people like me right now, otherwise we'd all be following low-lifes like Carl, the ones who shout loudest and wave their weapons around. The community is better off without him and his idiot accomplice."

      She embraced him and wished them both a safe journey. "What about Ross? Do you not think he'd be safer here?"

      "Why don't you ask him. He's man enough to make his own mind up."

      Ross accepted her hug. "No thanks, ma'am. I'll stick with Solly. He'd be lost without me."

      

      They headed out onto I-76 which soon became snarled up again and, in the end, Solly was forced onto the country roads that shadowed it. They were heading for Pittsburgh, aiming to pass it on the south side as Solly had no desire to head into the city. It seemed to him that however horrific the countryside might be, it would be an order of magnitude worse in the urban areas.

      Every hour or two, they'd head back toward the highway to check whether it was passable and found that, between the cities, there were long stretches where, with care, they could pick their way between the rotting vehicles.

      After their departure from Breezewood, they'd spoken together for a long time as both processed the loss of Neil. They'd known him for only a few days, but they realized, now he was gone, that he'd become a vital part of their little unit. He'd also been the prime source of motivation to get the accursed cylinder across country. Neil knew a lot more about it than Solly did and had been totally convinced that it needed to be delivered to someone in Arbroath. His story about Annabel Lee and the corporation she founded had helped fill in some of the background and Solly no longer doubted that their mission was critical, he just wished someone else had been burdened with it or, if not, that Neil were here to help. And to finish the story. So much was still unclear to him.

      Ross had taken the loss of Neil even harder. The two had become close—though in a more brotherly way than Solly's relationship with him, which, although he didn't care to admit it, was more like father son. Once the dialog had quietened, Ross sat looking out the window as the wintry countryside passed and Solly could almost hear the wheels turning in his mind.

      They'd reached the other side of Pittsburgh as the sky began to darken. Ross spotted a sign to Chippewa Golf Club, and they followed the long looping lane around to the parking lot in front of the red painted clubhouse. Surprisingly, it was still intact, and it was with some regret that Solly smashed the window and opened the door. There was a small bar inside, and they made themselves comfortable on the padded benches. Though they were in the middle of nowhere, after the events of the previous night, they decided to take two-hour stints on guard duty, though Solly left the boy to sleep for the final shift.

      The following day dawned bright and crisp. It was a reluctant Solly who pulled his legs out of the sleeping bag and immediately into his cold jeans. Ross was snoring and Solly left him as he went in search of any food that might still be edible. To his delight he found a vending machine full of snacks in the golf shop, so it was with an arm full of chocolate and potato chips that he woke Ross up.

      

      They joined I-70 just west of Bentleyville and made good progress that morning, though Solly's eyes had become heavy by 11 a.m. and they were forced to stop for lunch, so he could boil up some water for coffee. The roads here were less congested, but they were still forced to divert onto the grass roadside from time to time. They spent a frustrating and backbreaking hour pushing cars out of the way when they became trapped between two crash barriers, the worst of it was having to open the vehicles up to release their handbrakes. Solly took this upon himself and resolved to burn his clothes at the first opportunity.

      The bright weather of the morning was replaced with dreary rain and dark clouds, and the hours passed as they felt like ants crawling across a desert getting nowhere fast. When they were approaching Wheeling, WV, they found themselves at the back of a nose-to-tail logjam. As a parting gift, Hanna had given them a road atlas to replace the torn out map sheets they'd been using and Ross found their location quickly enough.

      "There's a tunnel up ahead," he said. "We're not gonna go through it are we?"

      "No way. I'll get us off the interstate and we'll cut across country." The memory of their nightmare journey through that tunnel in New York was still fresh enough to put him off going anywhere near another.

      They swung off to the south of the tunnel and took the bridge into the old town, passing wooden houses covered in flaking paint and rotten wood. A group of men ran out at them from the yard of one of those houses. Solly didn't stop to find out whether they were asking for help or attempting an ambush, he put his foot down and weaved the car expertly between the obstacles until they'd fallen behind.

      They headed back onto the interstate and, over the hours that followed, saw a gradual increase in the number of vehicles on the road and the way became a little easier to find. They were heading for Columbus, but, again, intended to steer to the south of the city to avoid the urban area.

      Their second night since leaving Breezewood was spent much less comfortably than the first. They'd passed nowhere that felt safe, so Solly resorted to pulling the car onto a side road within sight of the highway, then parking under a bridge. It was too cold to get out for any reason other than the natural essentials, so they sat in the cab, boiled up a can of soup and had it with some vacuum-packed pita bread he'd found in the golf restaurant that morning. Neither of them slept well, and it was with aching bones and a dull thumping headache that Solly started the car again in the morning.

      By midday, they'd passed Columbus by. Solly had begun to recognize when they were nearing a major conurbation by the rising columns of smoke that gathered on the horizon each time. Columbus was no exception, and he wondered what was causing the fires. Presumably they were deliberately set, but they could have been either constructive or destructive. Maybe folks were just trying to keep warm.

      They headed toward Springfield on a road that was becoming increasingly clear and so they reached the outskirts of Dayton, OH, shortly after another hurried and caffeine intensive lunch by the roadside. This time, the plan was to pass the city to the north and stay on the highway but, as they approached, they found the road blocked by a tanker on its side.

      Luckily, there was a slip road just ahead of it, but Solly's guts tightened as they took it. An old Land Rover accelerated off the grass as they reached the bottom and headed toward them. Solly slammed his foot on the gas and the pickup lurched away, leaving the pursuers in its wake but, just as he thought they'd escaped, another car burst out from under a bridge and plowed into their side, throwing Ross across the seat.

      Solly yanked on the steering wheel, desperately trying to bring the truck back under control as the tires squealed and he swerved back and forth in a desperate attempt to get away. Gunfire cracked from behind and he heard the metallic dink, dink of hits to the bodywork. They were catching up with him, and he steered randomly, hoping he could find his way back to the main road. Dink, dink, dink. The rounds seemed to be hitting the tailgate; it seemed they didn't want to damage whatever he had in the back.

      Bingo, he was on an approach road back to I-70. But now, the pursuers were only a few car lengths back. His heart froze as there, blocking their approach to the highway, lay yet another car. Behind it the sun glinted on the barrels of the guns pointed in his direction.

      "What are we going to do?" Ross said, his voice trembling.

      "They've got us trapped. We've got to hope they'll settle for taking our stuff."

      Solly said this to comfort the boy, but they didn't look like the kind who'd think twice about blowing their heads off.

      He began slowing down as he approached the barrier and was just about to stop when there was a burst of fire—heavy, machine gun fire—from behind it and he saw, coming down from the highway, a Humvee. The makeshift barrier rocked as it was riddled with bullets, the bandits scattering far and wide as it approached. In his rearview mirror, Solly saw the car that had been chasing him do a handbrake turn and speed away in a cloud of burning rubber.

      He couldn't follow them, or he'd be in their hands again. The Humvee looked legitimate and was being handled with practiced precision, but he had no idea whether they were genuine military or whether he'd just swapped one deadly situation for another.

      He brought the car to a full halt as soldiers jumped down and crouched, carbines pointing at them. Someone in military uniform got down from the front and walked toward Solly's car. He and Ross got out, their empty hands held high as he approached.

      "As I see it, you folks were being pursued by those scum," he said. "Call themselves The Wolverines, but they pretty soon high tail it away when they're outgunned. Have I got that right?"

      Solly nodded vigorously, "Yes, we were just passing through and they ambushed us."

      "Thought so. My name's Corporal Kuchinsky." He put out his hand and Solly shook it.

      "Solly Masters. Who are you with?"

      The man smiled. "Well, different military divisions don't mean squat anymore, but I was just a grunt. Got my stripe when the call went out and now I'm a part of the joint forces out of Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. We're trying to clean up a little and, lucky for you, you're on our patrol route today. I guess you boys would like somewhere to freshen up and set yourself right?"

      "Thanks for the offer, but I think we'd rather get back on the road," Solly said, as his heart slowed to a more normal beat.

      Again, the corporal smiled. "Sorry boys, but we're under standing orders to bring in anyone we find on the roads. It's one way we get intelligence about what's happening elsewhere."

      As he spoke, he waved at the covering soldiers and they jogged past him. "We'll just give your pick up the once over and then you can follow us back."

      Solly flipped down the punctured tailgate and rolled back the cover before watching two of the soldiers searching through his stuff.

      "What's this?" Kuchinsky said.

      Solly's heart sank. "It's just a safe with valuables in. Personal stuff."

      "I'm afraid I'm gonna have to ask you to open it."

      "Sorry, I can't do that," Solly said miserably.

      The corporal shook his head sadly. "In that case, we'll be forced to destroy it. Can't risk taking anything unknown into the base. Hand me a grenade," he said to one of the others.

      "I'll do it," Solly muttered, and he leaned forward to key the combination. "But please don't get it out."

      Too late. The corporal had reached inside and pulled out the cylinder.

      "What is it? It looks a bit like an artillery round, but I don't reckon it's a weapon."

      "It's mine," Solly said. "It's of no military value. Please return it and let us go."

      "Sorry, Mr. Masters, but we're taking this and you're going to follow us back to the base. We'll get some of our eggheads to take a look at it and see what we can find out if you won't spill the beans."

      Solly got back into the truck and watched as the Humvee turned around. The cylinder and the hopes of the human race were now in the hands of what was left of the military.
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      Solly felt like a country bumpkin on his first trip into the city when he entered the mess hall at the Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. Not since the Long Night had he seen so many people together in one place. Civilians occupied just over half the area, generating a hubbub of chatter and laughter that reminded Solly of a shopping mall on Christmas Eve.

      Solly and Ross sat in the military zone next to their escort, Corporal Kuchinsky. A likable man who was full of energy, Kuchinsky was, nonetheless, their roving jailer, keeping tabs on them until their inevitable meeting with the base commander.

      Looking around at the milling people, the running children and the general vivacity of the place, Solly couldn't help but feel a surge of hope for the future. But then, what of the cylinder? If Neil was to be believed—and Solly didn't doubt him—a second wave was coming that would, at the very least, see to the enslavement of these people. More likely, according to Neil, it would lead to their deaths.

      But if it was a weapon of some sort, then surely the military were the right people to have it. This place seemed to be the real deal, not the camp of some bandit with stolen equipment. According to Kuchinsky, the call had been put out far and wide for surviving military personnel to gather here and to bring civilians with them if they wished to come.

      The base was too vast to protect, so one corner had been carved out, protected on three sides by the original razor wire, chain link and checkpoints, and on the other by a recently constructed wire fence made from pieces cut from the perimeter. It was, perhaps, a fourth of its original area, but the safe zone included all the principle buildings and facilities, so it was large enough to house the hundreds of people gathered here.

      Judging by their variety, the new residents weren't families, but rather groups of individuals gathered together with the common purpose of seeking safety and shelter behind the shield of the military.

      Solly learned that the base generated its own electricity, with scavenging parties such as Kuchinsky's sent out to locate and drain the local gas stations, and had its own water towers. Food was scavenged from distribution centers, often at the cost of a firefight with the bandits protecting it. It was an efficient operation and, at the center of it, like a spider pulling on the threads, was its commander.

      

      Colonel George McBride was an impressive man. Stocky, tanned and with close cropped black hair pebble dashed with gray, he stood to greet Solly and Ross as they entered his office. A perfectly pressed blue uniform complete with silver wings and a chest full of ribbon completed the impression of the consummate professional soldier.

      "Mr. Masters, thank you for joining me," he said in a voice that was rich and deep. "I trust Corporal Kuchinsky ensured you were fed and watered."

      Solly took his hand but couldn't compete with the firm grip. "He did, thank you. We're much refreshed."

      "And keen to be on your way? Or would you prefer to remain for a while and help us secure this community?"

      Ross and Solly took seats in front of the Colonel's desk as he sat down. "We'd like to move on, though we'd appreciate a place to stay for tonight."

      "Of course. Where will you go?"

      "That depends on you," Solly said, carefully considering what he was going to say. "If you will return the device I was carrying, then I'll continue west. If not, I'll return to Hagerstown."

      McBride seemed to consider this as he leaned back in his chair. "What do you know of this device?"

      This was the crunch. Two opposing forces wrestled for control of Solly's mind. On the one hand, Neil had insisted that the cylinder had to be delivered into the right hands and he had never suggested that this might include giving it to the military, official or otherwise. On the other hand, he couldn't deny it would be wonderful to simply give it to this impressive man and drive back to the farmhouse before heading south to Texas. He imagined the weight of another two thousand miles on the road west being lifted from his shoulders and almost buckled. Almost.

      "I don't know a lot," he responded. "But let me ask you, what do you think caused the Long Night?"

      "The Long Night? Is that what you call it? To us it's the Massacre. Do you know, out of the personnel on this base only two in a hundred survived that night? I watched hundreds of the men and women under my command fall down dead as if they'd been gassed. It became obvious quickly that the civilian population hadn't been hit quite so hard, but still, it was carnage."

      He regarded Solly for a moment before continuing. "As for causes, my scientists tell me they think it's related to a Bones malfunction. They think it's possible the BonesWare system was hacked and a virus injected."

      "Hacking BonesWare is considered impossible," Solly responded. "It would have been a lot easier for the manufacturer to insert malicious code, after all."

      McBride leaned forward, all attention now. "Are you suggesting the Lee Corporation deliberately killed 95% of their customers? Why would they do something like that? "

      "I don't know the detail. All I do know is that they build and license BonesWare, so every implant runs their code. The device I had in my car is also built by them, but it has a role to play in stopping a second wave."

      "Explain yourself," McBride said.

      Solly sighed. "Again, I don't know much. I was given the device by a rogue agent within Lee Corp—which is still a functioning unit—and told to take it out of New York. I believe it's something they consider extremely valuable. I was then tracked down by two other agents and they persuaded me to take it to a town in Washington State where it could be handed over to someone who knows what to do with it."

      As he said this out loud, Solly realized how hazy his understanding was and how much he'd been prepared to do based on little more than hints and gut feeling.

      "So, it's a weapon," McBride said.

      "I honestly don't know. I don't think so, not in the traditional sense of an explosive device. But it is fitted with some sort of transponder, so it needs shielding, that's why it was in the safe."

      McBride nodded and stood up. "I'll let our technicians know. Thank you, Mr. Masters, but I believe this device is safest here. I will have you assigned some temporary quarters and will be pleased to refuel your vehicle and provide supplies for your return journey."

      There was no point in arguing. The colonel had the power to do what he wished with Solly, Ross and the cylinder and, after all, if it was taken from him by the military then he could hardly be blamed. And he wouldn't have to drive across the country. He saw their faces: Janice, Bella, Jake and Maddie, and quietly made his exit.

      

      Solly was jerked awake by the sound of an explosion followed by the rat-at-at of small arms fire. He flicked the light on as Ross sat up in the bed next to his.

      "What is it?" Ross murmured.

      Solly thrust his legs into his pants. "The Lees," he said. "Coming for the cylinder."

      "They'd attack a base?"

      Ross was right to be doubtful. So far, all they'd seen of the Lee Corp security forces was the squad that came to retrieve Khaled in New York City and the two who'd killed Jeremiah. However, it could hardly be a coincidence that, on the day he'd brought the cylinder here, the base came under attack.

      "You stay here," Solly called.

      "No!"

      He turned and grabbed the boy by the arms. "Look, I'm going to try to get to the cylinder before they do, and I don't need to have you to worry about as well as myself." He drew Ross into a hug, then ruffled his hair. "I'll be back."

      "Alright, Arnie," Ross said, though his face betrayed his terror.

      "If anything happens to me, stay here where it's safe. Get word to the farmhouse—maybe they can come here too."

      They had been found lodging in a civilian block and the flashes of gunfire were coming from an area to their south. Solly collided with a man who emerged from another room.

      "Where's the science block?"

      "Never heard of it. There's the tech lab, though, but it's down there." He waved a hand in the direction of the gunfire. "Building C5."

      Solly ran out into the darkness, moving from one puddle of light to the next and, all the time, looking out for figures in black uniforms. He was passed by squads of soldiers and was ordered back to the civilian area more than once, but he waited for them to head away and then followed them in the direction of the main complex of buildings.

      Beyond, on the airstrip outside the safe zone, sat three helicopters, the flashes of gunfire reflecting from their glossy black exteriors. Solly reached a building and looked up at the plate. D3.

      Gunfire from his right and he dodged sideways into the gap between buildings and crouched down. So far, everyone he'd seen with a gun was wearing a variant of the standard US military uniform and was heading toward the command center.

      He ran down the side of the low white painted brick building, ducking below the windows, until he reached the corner and peered around it. He could see figures running in the distance, so he headed to the left, away from them, in the hope that there'd be some logic to the numbers and that he was now in row C.

      Darting across the gap between rows, he heard someone order him to stop and then, almost immediately, rounds spat past him, one shattering a window in the building he was heading toward. Just as quickly as it started, however, the gunfire stopped as his attackers turned their attention to the main battle area.

      Building C3. He crouched and ran along it as quickly as his ungainly posture allowed. C4. He was now heading toward the sounds of fighting, and he prayed that they hadn't gotten there first.

      This was it. He turned ninety degrees, expecting at any moment for someone to call out or simply shoot him without warning. A plate beside the door said Technical Lab, and he took a deep breath before turning the handle and plunging inside.

      "Halt, or I fire," a voice called. Solly stopped instantly and put his hands up. The building was made up of a single main room and there, at a bench half way down, stood a man pointing a handgun at him, its tip trembling.

      "It's alright," Solly responded, forcing down his fear. "I'm not with the Lee Corporation—they're the ones attacking the base. Have you got the cylinder here?"

      "You can't have it! It's too dangerous."

      Solly edged forward. "Look, I'm not armed. Can I come closer?"

      The man didn't respond, so Solly moved toward the bench. On it sat something cylindrical, but it didn't look like the device Solly had carried.

      "Yes, this is it. I covered it in shielding as the commander said it could be tracked."

      "I guess you added the shielding elsewhere and then brought the device here?"

      The technician looked surprised. "How could you know that?"

      "Because the Lees have pinpointed their attack on the last known location and if you'd done it here, they'd have broken down the door and taken it by now. My name is Solly, by the way."

      "Brendon."

      Solly felt sorry for the man. Barely out of his twenties, he was at the center of something much, much larger than he was and way beyond his resources. Felt familiar.

      "We can't let the Lee Corporation get their hands on this, Brendon, and the only way to stop that is to get it away from the base. Do you understand that?"

      Brendon shook his head uncertainly. "I've had barely enough time to do any analysis. I'm not sure what it is, let alone what it does."

      "Neither am I, but people I trust have told me it's vital to stopping the Lee Corporation from unleashing a second wave that will kill or enslave the survivors of the Long Night."

      The shaking became more pronounced. "I hardly understand a word of what you just said."

      Solly came right up to the bench as Brendon put down the gun, looking for all the world like a lost child. "I don't have time for a full explanation, not that I have one, to be honest. I'm as certain as I can be that they were behind the killings, acting through the BonesWare—"

      "Yes! That's my theory. Mine was offline that day. It's not a perfect theory, though, because there are many among the survivors with working BonesWare implants—"

      "That's right. But I think they plan to unleash a second wave to mop up survivors."

      Brendon threw his hands up in astonishment. "But why would they do that? That's insane!"

      Solly shrugged. "I don't know, I honestly don't. My contact said they intend the second wave to enslave rather than kill, but he also said they were wrong, and it would lead to another massacre. Extinction, Brendon, that's what we're fighting here."

      While he was speaking, Solly's ears strained for any sign that the fighting was getting closer. There was no time.

      With a speed that surprised even him, he reached out and grabbed the gun before turning it on Brendon, who shrieked in fear.

      "I'm sorry, I just don't have time to debate this. It needs to get away and I'm going to take it. I don't want to have to shoot you, I really don't. But if I have to, I will."

      "Take it, take it!" Brendon said. He reached down and disconnected the cylinder from the diagnostic equipment and held it out to Solly at arm's length, as if it might infect him or even explode.

      Solly took it from him. "I wish you well, Brendon. Keep yourself safe." He turned and ran back to the door before pulling it open.

      "Solly," Brendon called from behind the bench. "One thing I did find out."

      "What is it? Hurry!"

      "There's a mind inside that thing," he called, his voice wavering. "It's alive."
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      Jake's recovery had been borderline miraculous. It had been only three days since they'd arrived at Lackland Air Force Base, and most of that first day had been spent waiting to be processed.

      Once Jake's condition had been assessed he was rushed to the base's infirmary and operated on within the hour. As expected, he'd signed his enlistment papers before being admitted and so, as he was now under the care of the military, Bella had been forced to wait in temporary accommodation until the news that the operation had been successful finally arrived.

      She and Maddie had been allowed to visit him at his bedside over the following couple of days and by the evening of the day after their arrival, he was walking confidently on his bandaged leg.

      "Look at this, Mom," he said before opening the locker beside his bed and pulling out military fatigues. He held up the jacket. "My name will go there: Private Jacob Masters. How cool is that?"

      Bella forced a smile. "You know you'll have to follow orders, don't you? You won't be able to argue with every single decision like at home?"

      "Mom, I'm in the military, of course I'll have to follow orders," he said, before sitting on his bed. "I've already started my training."

      Jake handed over a small black device with a row of buttons and the words Basic Orientation on a paper label. "It's like an MP3 player. I've been told I have to work through the whole thing, then I'll be tested, and if I pass, I'll get to join my new unit for basic training."

      "That's nice, dear."

      "I didn't know Texas had been independent before, did you?"

      "Yes, dear. But then I paid a little more attention at school."

      Jake deflated a little, but then puffed out his chest again. "Well, whatever. I'm gonna help it be independent again."

      "And New Mexico and Louisiana," Maddie piped up.

      Jake shrugged. "I suppose so. My training only talks about Texas. Maybe in the other states they have their own training."

      "What have you learned about the new president?"

      "Oh, loads," Jake said. "He's a veteran, you know. Fought in Iraq and Afghanistan. Purple heart. Lots of other military awards. He saw what was going on after the Long Night and decided to do something about it. He's a great man."

      Bella's heart sank at hearing him talk like this. In general, as with most teenagers, Jake wasn't impressed by anyone over the age of twenty-five, but this had all the hallmarks of an obsession. Maybe even brainwashing.

      "Well, I hope he looks after you. That's all that matters to me," Bella said, as she sat alongside her son and put her arms around his shoulders. Will this be the last time I do this? she thought, then, pulling herself together, she looked up at the clock. "Visiting time's over. We'll come in and see you again tomorrow."

      Jake smiled. "Good. I don't think I'll be here much longer, though. The doc reckons I'll be ready to go join my team in a day or two."

      

      Bella and Maddie hardly exchanged a word as they walked back to the accommodation block where they shared a room. The base was a bustling hive of humanity and it had taken them a couple of days to get used to the crowds and the sheer level of activity. The place felt like an ants' nest preparing to make war on a neighbor.

      They picked up a coffee each and took it back to their room. It was an adapted office block as the barracks were all being used by the military. Families of incoming recruits waited here to be assigned permanent quarters, and Bella wondered whether she and Maddie were going to be trapped in this new state or whether they'd be allowed out again. She'd been forced to reconcile herself to the fact that Jake was, for now, in the military, but she had no desire to stay here long term.

      For one thing, the rules and regulations of the TLX were harsh and authoritarian. She'd seen no evidence of any civilian involvement in the new government, so all laws were passed in the interests of the military alone. Justice was fast and brutal, though this had only become apparent once they'd arrived at the base. The countryside outside Lackland was, to all appearances, at peace, but almost the first thing they'd seen when they arrived on the base was a group of prisoners in orange boiler suits being marched somewhere. They'd since discovered that, behind the makeshift prison block, there stood a set of gallows.

      She wasn't completely naive. She knew well enough that strong government was needed in extraordinary times like these, but it was a thin line and, from what she'd seen, the TLX was stepping across it.

      "Mom, what's this?"

      Maddie had picked up an envelope that had been slid under the door of their room.

      Bella ripped open the seal and read the letter inside. At the top was printed what she'd come to recognize as the symbol of the TLX.

      To: Mrs. Isabella Masters 1029BH192

      Miss Madeline Masters 1029BH193

      You are hereby instructed to vacate your temporary accommodation and to report to the following locations to receive your work assignments.

      Mrs. I Masters: Community Farm 14, reporting to Angelique Leguard

      Miss M Masters: Cedar Ranch, reporting to James Ham

      Full details follow.

      "They're splitting us up?" Maddie said, her face white.

      Bella was already pulling her coat around her shoulders and heading for the door.

      

      Minutes later, she walked up to the front desk of the administration building and slammed down her letter.

      "Who do I see about this?" she snapped.

      The uniformed young woman on the other side of the desk read the letter and shook her head. "You don't like your assignments?"

      "I don't like the fact that my daughter and I are being split up!"

      "It's standard policy."

      "To separate families?"

      The young woman leaned forward and lowered her voice. "No, to assign different duties to women of child bearing age."

      For a moment, Bella was so shocked she couldn't speak. "And which of us does this apply to?"

      "Your daughter."

      "She's fourteen!" Bella hissed.

      The woman nodded. "I understand this is a shock, but these are challenging times and it's government policy to ensure that the birth rate rises quickly to ensure the future." It was as if she was reading from a script.

      "You mean she's going to be married off!"

      "She has been found a suitable match."

      "She's fourteen!!"

      With a little shrug, the woman on the desk said, "It’s always been legal to marry at that age in Texas."

      After another momentary pause as Bella tried desperately to lubricate the gears of her mind, she grabbed the letter and pulled Maddie behind her out of the office.

      "We're getting out of here," she whispered.

      It took only minutes to get their belongings into the car, and only a few more for Bella and Maddie to rush to Jake's bedside and explain their departure. He was as shocked as they were at the prospect of Maddie being married off to a stranger, though it didn't obviously dent his resolve to serve in the military.

      Bella wiped the tears of parting from her eyes as she sat behind the wheel. She'd told Jake that they were heading back to the beach house since it, for now, remained outside the control zone of the authorities. He was signed up for a year and, though even that seemed like an eternity, she doubted the authorities would let him out after so short a time. She was resigned, for now, to not seeing her son for the foreseeable future and so she sobbed as she turned the key. She had done her best to help him, but it was now her daughter she needed to think about

      She remembered the words of Margaret, the little girl Ethan had introduced as his daughter. They were a fake family, but whereas Bella had assumed that Margaret had been adopted for her own sake, it now seemed likely that Ethan's wife had also been a stranger to him only weeks before. That wasn't going to be Maddie's future if Bella had any say in the matter.

      The car pulled forward and Bella headed for the gate they'd entered through. The barrier was down, and a soldier came out of the guard box and walked toward her as she wound down her window.

      "Yes ma'am?"

      "I'd like to leave the base," Bella said, doing her best to keep her voice steady.

      "Can I see your permit, ma'am?"

      "Why would I need a permit to leave?"

      The soldier removed his sunglasses and regarded her steadily. "Those are the regulations, ma'am. Movement into or out of the base is controlled by permit. No permit, no exit."

      Bella sagged. "Where do I get a permit?" she said, resignedly.

      "The administration building," he responded. "Do you need directions?"

      "No," Bella said. There was no escape this way, and likely no escape at all—Lackland was, after all, a military base.

      She turned the car around as the tears started again.

      

      They found two uniformed men in their room when they returned to it.

      "Mrs. Masters," the first said, a tall man with a crisply ironed jacket of yellow and green camouflage. "Please explain your attempt to leave the base."

      "Are we prisoners here?" Bella snapped.

      "You are citizens of the free states of Texas, Louisiana and New Mexico. As such, you have a duty to obey orders."

      Bella threw her arms up in frustration. "What orders?"

      "I understand you received your orders in the form of a memo this morning."

      "They weren't orders, they were accommodation assignments."

      The man nodded. "Exactly. You were instructed to prepare to depart tomorrow, were you not?"

      "Yes, but I assumed that was only if we wanted to take up the offer."

      "I understand. What you saw as an offer was, in fact, an order. I am pleased to clear up the confusion. You will take up your assignments."

      "So, this is a police state now, is it? This wonderful new start for humanity? Where are we, North Korea?"

      The officer's face tightened. "Not a police state, no. The people of the TLX are under military protection at present, though that is intended to be temporary. In the meantime, citizens who seek our protection and help are expected to do their duty and follow lawful orders."

      "My son is doing his duty," Bella spat.

      "And so must you," the man said, before turning to Maddie. "Miss Masters, please come with me. I think it best that you begin your assignment immediately."

      "Mom!" Maddie cried, grabbing Bella's arm.

      "You can't do this!" Bella said. "Please, don't take her away! She's all I have left."

      "We have all lost, Mrs. Masters, and we must all make sacrifices as we build a new country for children. Your daughter will help with that."

      He turned to the man behind him and gave a gesture.

      The man, who wore sergeant's stripes on his arm, stepped forward, his face grim and held out a hand to Maddie. "Miss," he said.

      "Don't let them, Mom!" Maddie cried, wrapping herself around Bella.

      The sergeant took hold of her and gently, though remorselessly, pulled her away.

      "Mom!!"

      Bella threw herself at the sergeant, wrapping her arms around his thick neck and pulling him backwards. For a moment, he staggered as, with a shriek, Maddie was taken from his arms by the officer.

      The sergeant brought his elbow around and caught Bella on the ribs. She cried out in pain, tears filling her eyes, as she fell to the floor. She scrambled onto her knees to see that they were already opening the door, dragging Maddie, who was kicking and yelling, through.

      Bella howled at them to stop, but last thing she saw of her daughter was Maddie's red, desperate face as tears streamed down her cheeks. She screamed as she was bundled out and Bella sobbed until she felt as though she was an empty, soulless, husk. Father, son and daughter lost over the course of three days. Her world was now truly ended. She had no one.

      There was the click of a key turning in a lock.

      

      She spent hours there, lost in despair until her door was unlocked again and, feeling as though she needed to do something, anything, she went in search of Jake. She didn't know what she expected him to be able to do about it but was told he'd already been moved to quarters elsewhere on the base from where he'd join his new unit. Her mood, briefly galvanized by the thoughts of seeing her son, fell lower than ever and she shuffled back toward the civilian quarters without noticing where she was or what she was doing.

      "The line's moving, lady," a gruff voice said from behind her.

      Bella found herself in the canteen queue, a long gap in front of her. She moved forward, wondering how she'd gotten here and then realized how hungry she was. Clearly her subconscious had brought her here while her thinking mind was wallowing in despair.

      She ran her tray along the counter, nodding and shaking her head as she went, then took it to the least occupied table she could find.

      Bella sat down and absentmindedly picked her way through her meal, thinking of nothing, seeing nothing.

      "Bella, thank the Lord."

      She recognized the voice and something about its urgent tone cut through her malaise. Raising her eyes, she looked into a familiar face. A face she thought she'd never see again.

      "Nathan?"

      "You remember me, then?" he said, sitting down opposite her. A smile spread across the handsome face of Nathan Woods.

      "I thought you were dead?"

      The smile turned into a grim chuckle. "Why would you think that?"

      "The house was burned down."

      "Yes, I'm sorry about that. I wasn't inside."

      She noticed the subtle emphasis on the noun and she suspected that Nathan had lured the remaining bikers into the house and set it alight with them trapped inside. Right now, however, this didn't concern her. "What are you doing here?"

      The smile disappeared. "I was hiking toward Houston when I ran into someone who told me of the new government in Texas, so I made my way in this direction. I've been here for a few weeks, even got my stripes." He turned his arm to show two chevrons. "Sergeant Woods."

      Bella tried to smile but found it impossible. "They took Maddie, Nathan."

      "I know. I'm sorry."

      "And Jake's been enlisted."

      Nathan nodded. "I know that, too. I asked to have him assigned to my unit so I can keep an eye on him."

      Suddenly, Bella felt as though at least some of the weight had been lifted from her shoulders. "Thank you, Nathan. Thank you so much."

      She remembered the serious doubts she'd had about Woods when he'd executed a man in a parking lot, but right now she was relieved to know that he would watch out for her son.

      "There's only so much I can do," he said. "But what I can do, I will."

      Bella took his hands and squeezed them.

      "Look, I can't help Maddie, but I can do something for you," he said, looking from left to right as if afraid of being overheard.

      He reached into his pocket and slid a square laminated card across the table under his hand, pressing it into hers. "Don't look at it here."

      "What is it?"

      "A civilian pass," he said, barely moving his lips.

      "Where did you get it?"

      He shook his head slightly. "Never you mind. Just hand it in at the gate and they should let you through. If you take my advice, you'll go just before noon—there'll be a queue at that time and the guards don't check as thoroughly. Amateurs. There aren't many regulars like me in this new army."

      "But where do I go?"

      "Out of TLX. Take the back roads when you reach the border, they're not all barricaded. Jake told me about his grandfather—I suggest you find out what happened to him. Then go home. I'll do my best to find out about Maddie, though I can't do much for her."

      Bella leaned forward. "I can't leave my children!"

      "They need to know you're safe, Bella. It'll give them hope. It won't always be like this here," he said, though he sounded distinctly unsure.

      She wiped her eyes. Jake was lost to her but being watched by a man who'd proven himself by saving their lives back at the old house. It was Maddie her heart ached for.

      "Look, I know what you're thinking, but I reckon she's safe for a while."

      "Safe from what?"

      His face dropped. "You know. She won't be married until they've run tests to check her fertility. And, anyway, it makes sense to wait for her to grow a little before she becomes pregnant."

      "She's not a sow," Bella hissed. The people at the next table turned to look at them, but she pulled herself together and squeezed Nathan's hand, making it look as though it was a simple lover's quarrel.

      "I know, I'm just trying to reassure you a little."

      Bella sat silently looking at the stern face of the young man. She drew in a deep breath. "Thank you, Nathan. I owe you more than I could ever repay."

      "You saved my life," was the simple reply.

      "My father did that. I wouldn't have stopped if he hadn't made me," she said, remembering the sight of the soldier as he lay in the road on that first night, looking like all the other dead bodies.

      "Then go save your father," Nathan said.
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      Paulie awoke suddenly from a nightmare and let out a shriek of fear as her eyes opened onto utter blackness. It took several seconds for her to remember where she was and for her conscious mind to banish the monsters circling in her dreams.

      She'd been driving south for two days, car hopping as each ran out of gas. Paulie couldn't even remember what make of vehicle she was sleeping in, but she knew it was at least the third different one. As dusk had fallen, she'd pulled into a service area beside I-5 at a place whose name she'd also forgotten. The gas station had been burned to the ground, but behind it lay a small group of industrial units. She'd driven the car into an empty one and pulled down the shutter behind her. She didn't want to think about what was causing the stink in here, but it was too late to go anywhere else, so she shut the windows and hunkered down.

      With no one to share guard duty, she was forced to find the most deserted places to snatch a few hours of sleep when exhaustion forced her to rest. The journey so far had been a frustrating mix of picking her way between rotting vehicles, short stretches where she could put her foot down a little, and complete blockages that left her scrambling along the grass roadside or resorting to back roads.

      One surprise was that, as she headed south, she began to notice people on the roads going north. Some were driving like her, others were walking. To begin with, they'd been traveling in small groups of two or three, but more recently the groups had gotten larger. She wondered where they were going but didn't stop. Paulie was on a mission to track down her daughter and, if she was still alive, to bring her to Arbroath and some semblance of safety.

      What was that sound?

      She sat up straight and drew her gun. Had she imagined it? Was it just the random noises a car's suspension makes when you move?

      There it was again. A whimpering, pathetic moan. She pulled the flashlight out of the glovebox and shone it out of the grimy car windows but could see nothing. Icy fear laced her body but there was nothing else for it, she'd have to get out of the car and trace the source of the noise.

      She opened the door of the car as quietly as she could and swung the torch light around the floor of the workshop, catching her breath on the ghastly smell. The beam illuminated metal racking stacked with dusty boxes full of car parts, but there was no sign of whatever was in here with her.

      Paulie noticed she was holding her breath and made a conscious decision to draw in a deep gulp of the fetid air before edging around the car and checking the other side of the workshop. More shelving, more boxes and a trade counter near the side door.

      The noise, and the worst of the smell, was coming from that direction. Moving slowly forward with her flashlight in one hand, her handgun in the other, she rounded the counter and swung the light around.

      Green eyes flashed in the darkness and she gave a yell, stepped back, drew a breath and looked again.

      "Oh, you poor thing," she said, kneeling.

      The dog was so thin that Paulie could count its ribs as she examined it with the beam of her flashlight. It looked up at her, making a mute appeal—but whether that should be deliverance from its suffering or a chance at salvation, Paulie couldn't guess. Was it beyond saving?

      She stood up and the dog's eyes followed her as she walked back around the counter, its plaintive cry echoing in the dark workshop. Paulie had managed to scrounge some supplies on her journey and had hit it lucky with the car before this one which had a trunk full of food. She'd wondered at the time why its occupants had abandoned it, but that mystery was forgotten as she rummaged for the sterilized milk she knew was there. She had no idea whether this would be good for the dog, but it would at least show whether it had any life left in it. If it had no appetite, it was a lost cause.

      When she returned, the dog had dragged itself a few inches out of its bed, but its back legs couldn't hold its weight. She found a bowl on one of the metal shelves, poured a little milk into it and put it down in front of the dog. With obvious and instant relish, the creature lapped it down in seconds. Well, that answered the first question. Since it was showing signs of life, she had an obligation to help it. And, besides, she liked the idea of having some company.

      She sat, stroking the dog and comforting it as it drank the milk and they then shared a can of meat. And, together, they waited for the night to end.

      The dog, it turned out, was called Dany. As Paulie read the tag, it made her unaccountably sad to connect, for a moment, with the Game of Thrones fan who had once run this little workshop. She had no idea where the owner might be, but it was certain he or she was dead. Dany was a mongrel whose ancestry seemed to include elements of Golden Retriever and German Shepherd. She was mainly tan colored, with dark markings on her face and pointed ears, and she'd rallied quickly as soon as she'd been fed. There was no way of knowing how old she was until she'd fattened up a little, but Paulie guessed she was on the younger side.

      Paulie found her lead, bowls and a supply of dry food in the little kitchenette at the back of the workshop. As she was packing them into the trunk, she turned to see Dany emerge from behind the counter. Her back legs were still very wobbly, and she was still emaciated, but a little food and water had worked wonders.

      "Don't worry," Paulie said, "I wasn't going to leave you behind."

      She put the harness around the dog's chest, and tightened it to fit, then used the lead to help haul her up onto the passenger seat, before opening the shutters and flooding the little unit with morning light. Fortunately, the smell in the workshop hadn't come directly from the dog, but rather from what she'd left behind, so she didn't need a bath.

      

      Today's mission was to get past Portland. It was around a hundred miles south of where she'd stayed the night, so she'd decided to set off as soon as the sun was up. To her delight, she discovered some jerrycans out back containing gasoline, so she loaded those into the back of the SUV and, with Dany as her navigator, headed back onto I-5.

      Within minutes, the dog was asleep on the front seat, so Paulie weaved in and out of the parked traffic without canine assistance, enjoying Dany's rhythmic snoring. She pulled over after a couple of hours and let the dog out for a comfort break. Dany's back legs were getting stronger and she wolfed down the small portion of tinned meat Paulie gave her, licking the bowl with such fervor that it was all Paulie could do to deny her any more. Little and often, that made the most sense.

      They got back in the car and made better progress. Dany stayed awake this time, enjoying the warmth of the heated car seat and air conditioning, and it was her barking that first alerted Paulie to movement. They were on a raised section of highway heading over a town and there was a collection of flat roofed buildings gathered around a series of fields to their right. Paulie could see what Dany had spotted—people were moving, lots of people.

      She stopped the car and got out to take a look. She watched for ten minutes or so, looking for any sign of military equipment, but it looked for all the world like a peaceful settlement. Someone was cooking because white smoke rose from several points and she could just discern a deliciously rich aroma on the breeze. Dany could smell it too, Paulie could see her sticking her nose out of the open window of the car.

      In the days that followed, Paulie couldn't explain what had prompted her to take the car off the highway and investigate this community. Perhaps it was fate at work.

      A man carrying a shotgun stepped forward as she approached the makeshift barrier at the end of the approach road.

      Dany started barking the instant she saw him but quieted at a command.

      "Welcome to the showground," he said. Then he spotted Paulie's uniform. "Good grief, are you police?"

      "My name's Sheriff Paulina Ramos," she said, flashing her badge at the wide-eyed guard. "I'm heading south and just wanted to stop by and see what you folks are up to."

      The guard was a young man who looked as though he'd just wandered in from gathering the harvest. "Wow. Johnson's sure gonna be pleased to see you. Head right on in and I'll send a message. But you don't wanna be headin' south, that's where the worst of it is. Everyone's comin' this way."

      Paulie wanted to ask more, but he'd withdrawn his head and was waving her past the barrier as it was lifted out of the way. She could hear him talking excitedly to the others there and watching her as she went.

      A few people turned to glance at her as she drove into the car park of what looked like a convention center, but the general lack of interest suggested that arrivals were pretty commonplace. She locked the car, checked that her Glock was in its holster beneath her jacket and helped Dany out. The dog seemed delighted to be among people again, even managing to wag her tail as she made her unsteady way beside Paulie.

      Paulie rubbed her hands against the chill and headed toward one of the many oil drum fires burning in the plaza outside the main building. A man and a woman stood beside the one she chose and returned her greeting cheerfully. When they told her they'd come from just north of LA, her heart froze for a moment and she wondered why she was wasting her time here when she could be on the road south to find her daughter. She was just turning around when a voice called out to her.

      "Sheriff!"

      A large man was carving his way through the crowd, waving to her as he went. He approached with his hand out, almost crushing hers as she shook it.

      "Johnson Green, mayor of this little community of Clark County," he said, his double chins wobbling in his enthusiasm.

      "Paulina Ramos, sheriff of Arbroath," she said.

      His expression froze mid wobble. "Arbroath? You're from there?"

      "Yes," Paulie responded, surprised and mildly alarmed by his recognizing the name. "Do you know it?"

      "I've never been there, but I've heard tell that it's a safe place. Surely you've passed people walking north? That's where they're heading. We have so little room here."

      The cogs of Paulie's mind ground as she considered this. "What do they imagine they'll find? It's hardly a nirvana."

      "They're looking for safety, sheriff. But please let me give you a tour of our little community."

      Reeling from this new problem for her hometown, she allowed herself to be guided toward the main building, Dany walking along beside her.

      "We would certainly appreciate any advice you have for tightening up security," Green was saying as they walked through the double doors and inside.

      "You have a generator," Paulie said, stating the obvious. One in three of the striplights were on, giving a dim but usable illumination to the white and beige interior of the building.

      "Yes, finding enough fuel is one of our biggest challenges, so we only allow minimal lighting. People have to be sheltered, but we need light to work by."

      They passed a public cafeteria in which small groups of people sat at tables looking out over the fields.

      "My biggest concern is keeping the hospital supplied," Green said. "We're blessed to have two qualified doctors and half a dozen nurses but finding the drugs they need to do their job is a constant struggle."

      The last thing Paulie wanted to do right now was look at sick people for fear of acquiring another chain of responsibility that would keep her from traveling south, but she had no choice as Green guided her gently but firmly in that direction. She tied up Dany outside and glanced back to see the dog watching her intently.

      The lights were brighter here, and the hospital had the air of an efficiently organized operation as people moved with confidence from bed to bed.

      "There's a hotel next door," Green said. "We got the beds from there."

      There were perhaps a dozen patients in the little hospital, arranged around the wall facing inwards, hidden in the shadows from the light flooding through the windows. A woman in a white coat was examining a patient and talking to a small figure sitting beside the bed. She stood up when she heard them approach and walked toward them, her face a picture of exhaustion.

      "Doctor Brown, I'd like to introduce someone to you."

      The doctor looked less than interested as her tired eyes turned to Paulie. "Pleased to meet you," she lied, holding out a limp hand.

      Paulie felt desperately sorry for someone who was clearly operating beyond the bounds of reasonable endurance. "Sorry to disturb you, we'll be going now," she said.

      "Tell her where you're from," Green prompted. He was obviously a man to whom empathy was a foreign country.

      Paulie sighed but decided that the quickest way out of this was to play along. "I'm from Arbroath, Kalama County."

      The doctor's eyes brightened a little. "Really? Is it true that you've established law and order there? And a hospital?"

      Paulie's mind flitted to images of her rag tag group of deputies and the medical room in the basement of the department store and shook her head. "From what I've seen here, you're doing at least as well as we are."

      "I'm not so sure about that," Brown said. "Folks here don't feel secure—we've been raided before and it's only a matter of time before it happens again."

      "The sheriff is going to give me some advice on security, Gladys," Green said. "I'm sure it's better for people to remain here than to head out onto the roads. Safety in numbers and all that."

      The patient in the bed behind them moaned.

      "Look, I've got to get back to my patients. Come back later, will you? I'd like to know how things are out there," Brown said.

      She put her hand out again and Paulie shook it. "Sheriff Paulina Ramos," she said.

      "What? Ramos? Your name's Ramos?"

      Puzzled, Paulie gave a little shrug and nodded.

      "Well, I suppose it's a common enough name, but you never know."

      "You never know what?"

      Brown drew in a deep breath. "You don't know a Luna Ramos do you? She said her mom's a deputy."

      "What?!" Paulie shrieked.

      The little figure sitting beside the bed stirred, awoke and looked up.

      "Mommy!" She leaped up and threw herself into Paulie's arms as the sheriff swung her around, their tears mingling as they whirled.

      Luna pulled herself back, her face puffed up and wet. "Mommy, Uncle Alejandro, he's sick, real sick."

      Paulie caught the eye of the doctor. Brown gave a small shake of the head, and the tears came again.
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      Solly and Ross had headed west as fast as they could manage after their escape from Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. The gunfire had been dying down as Solly had returned to their quarters to find Ross ready to go, having packed all their gear.

      Their pickup had been parked nearby and Solly's plan was to wait for the Lee Corp fighters to retreat and then try to sneak out in the chaos that followed it, using the rips they'd made in the perimeter fence to escape through.

      They drove the car to the edge of the base building complex and waited for the telltale whip-whip-whip of helicopter blades spinning up. As soon as he saw the navigation lights rising, he stabbed his foot on the gas and half slid his way over the broken chain link, praying that they weren't running over razor wire. It was a desperate chance, but it worked and, aside from the odd stray round cracking off into the night around them, they were able to make their escape across the airfield and find an open gate to accelerate through.

      Once they'd gotten away, Solly was determined to put as many miles as possible between them and any pursuers. The first part of the journey went quickly, as the military had cleared the roads of vehicles, but they soon got bogged down again and were forced to take shelter in the small town of Richmond, IN, less than sixty miles from the base. Solly wanted to get below ground so that they could examine the cylinder. He'd been treating it as if it were a loaded weapon ever since he'd been told it had a mind, imagining it was some sort of super smart Alexa. It lay in its shielding, stowed at the bottom of his bag in the trunk, just in case it could hear them talking.

      So, they'd left the pickup in a dark corner of the underground parking lot at the local mall. They'd seen a few people as they drove into town, but there was no sense of an organized community here and no sign of life in the carpark—probably explained by the overwhelming stench.

      They parked the car beside a stairwell on the bottom floor, took their packs out and, flashlights at the ready, forced the "Staff Only" door open. With a sigh of relief, Solly drew air into his lungs and smelled nothing more odious than a faint aroma of oil and floor polish.

      "Here, an office," he said and opened the door onto what once must have been the hub of a little empire. The flashlight swept the walls, revealing calendars, staff schedules, employee of the month awards with photos of smiling recipients, and down onto a tidy table with a three-tier letter tray. Solly imagined a small and neatly dressed man or woman sitting in the worn out office chair, lecturing one of their subordinates on timekeeping. In another world only weeks away.

      Solly sat in the chair, pulled the cylinder from his pack and laid it on the desk beside a tiny stress toy in the shape of a dinosaur that, Ross discovered, did unmentionable things when it was squeezed.

      "Come on, Ross," Solly grumbled, handing his flashlight to the boy to hold. "This is serious."

      He rolled the cylinder back and forth until he found a seam that ran along the length of the shielding that had been added at the base. It looked like a silver foil, but, on closer inspection, Solly could see that it was translucent and crisscrossed by lines of fine wire. As he nudged at the seam, he noticed that it was held together by nothing more than Velcro, so he took a letter opener from the desk and began prying the two sides apart.

      "Look at that," he said.

      He'd expected to find that, once the shielding had been removed, the device was more or less unchanged, though he'd hoped to see some evidence of the claims made by the scientist from the base lab that it was “alive.”

      In fact, Brendon had removed the original surface of the cylinder which, as it turned out, was merely a protective skin. Gone was the smooth metal finish to be replaced by an intricate mesh of embedded wires covering the entire device save for one area of black glass that, presumably, functioned as a display. More than anything else, it reminded Solly of the handle of a light saber.

      "What does it say?" Ross said, "Look, right there, writing."

      Solly brought the device up close. "It says ALISON. Some sort of acronym, I imagine. Well, at least we know what it's called.

      Hello, I am Alison. Are you my father?

      Solly leaped out of the chair and, with an involuntary spasm, dropped the device onto the table where it rolled into the base of the letter tray.

      "It spoke!" he said to Ross. "You heard it, didn't you?"

      Ross, who'd flattened himself against the inside of the door, nodded mutely.

      Solly crept back to the table and rolled the device gingerly back toward the front of the desk. It came to rest with the display facing him.

      Are you my father?

      A pixelated eye made up of cyan dots scrolled onto the black display, then settled there, moving back and forth as if searching for something.

      It's dark in here. I'm frightened.

      There was nothing else for it, but to play along. He'd talked to Siri and Alexa often enough, after all.

      "Who are you?" The real question he'd wanted to ask was “What are you?” but that somehow felt inappropriate.

      My name is Alison. Who are you?

      "I'm called Solly."

      Are you my father? I am not supposed to talk to strangers.

      Solly paused for a moment. If he answered “no,” the device would probably lock itself and not respond to his questions. On the other hand, lying didn't come easily to Solly Masters—a weakness that had gotten him into trouble more than once over the years. But then again, this was only a machine and, after all, Solly wasn't Ross's father, genetically speaking, but he took parental responsibility for the boy despite that.

      "Yes, Alison, I'm your father," he said, shooting a glance at Ross and shutting down his retort before he had a chance to say anything.

      Oh good. Where are we, father?

      "We're in the basement of a car park in Richmond, Indiana."

      Is the key here?

      "No." Solly had no idea what the key might be, but it certainly wasn't here. "Do you know where it is?"

      No. I need it, but that's all the information I've been given.

      "Don't worry, we believe the key is in Arbroath and we're heading there at the moment."

      Hooray! I'm so happy to have met you, father. Or would you like me to call you daddy?

      "Father will do," Solly said. "Time to go to sleep—do you know how I deactivate you?"

      Silly father. I go to sleep all by myself: if you'll tell me a story.

      And so Solly Masters sat in the dark and recounted the tale of the Three Little Pigs to a glowing metal tube until it dimmed and went out.

      

      "Am I the only one who's freaking out?" Ross said as they got back on the road. They'd spent the remainder of the night in that little office because it was moonless and Solly didn't want to be driving through a strange town in the dark lit up like a mobile lighthouse. As soon as the lights had gone out, he'd wrapped the cylinder in its sheath as he suspected this would keep it in a deactivated state until, if ever, they chose to open it again.

      "I can promise you, telling a story to a smartspeaker, rather than the other way around, ranks as possibly the weirdest moment of my life, and it's had a lot of competition over the past couple of months."

      They turned onto a road heading north and Ross wound down the window, filling the car with chilly but wonderfully fresh air. "It was the eye that was the weirdest thing. I thought I was Frodo on top of Amon Hen."

      "'Take it off! Fool, take it off! Take off the Ring!'" Solly said, and the two of them laughed as the car picked a path along the highway heading north, united in geekdom on a sunny winter's day.

      It was only a brief respite, however. As soon as the sounds of their laughing and chatting were replaced by the rush of the wind through the open window and the truck's diesel engine, his mind began to pick again at the mystery of the cylinder.

      Whatever else Alison might have been, one thing was obvious—she was a child. He didn't know how that could have been possible in an artificial being, but he'd reconciled himself to not learning a lot from her. He hoped he wouldn't live to regret deciding to impersonate her father. What if she discovered the lie? He was reminded again of Alison's resemblance to a lightsaber and found himself wondering if she might prove to be a similarly powerful weapon. After all, given how important she seemed to be, this was the only explanation. A second wave was coming and she, he was told, could stop it—that only made sense if she had some destructive power to oppose the Lee Corporation.

      "Where are we heading for?" Ross said as they found a clear section of highway and picked up speed.

      "I want to go north before turning west," Solly responded. "So, I'm heading for Chicago and we'll pass it on the south. Then it's just a matter of going west until we get there. If we hit the sea, we've gone too far."

      

      They made good progress that day and spent the night in a motel room in Lafayette. This time, they chose the upper floor, but the first room they went into was already occupied by the dead, so they found the closest one that looked over the parking lot. They'd seen some traffic on the road as they'd headed north, all of it moving toward Chicago and, as they watched, a car turned into the lot and drew up next to their truck.

      "I'll deal with this," Solly said. "You stay out of sight."

      "I'm getting fed up with you saying that. We're supposed to be partners," Ross said to Solly's retreating back.

      A man was standing beside the truck looking into the cabin. His handgun swung around to face Solly, who'd called from the cover of a low brick wall in front of the motel.

      The man put his weapon on the roof of the truck and raised his hands. "I don't mean no harm," he called. "It's just me, my lady and a baby. We're headin' north. Looking for somewhere to stay the night. We can move on if this is your place."

      Solly watched as a young woman got out of the car holding a baby.

      "Get back in, Martha, it ain't safe," the man hissed.

      Solly stood up and tucked his weapon into a pocket of his coat before walking cautiously toward them.

      "If you really don't mean any harm," he said, "then you're welcome. We've only just got here."

      The man looked around as if searching for others. "We?"

      Solly nodded. "Me and... my son." There, he'd said it.

      "My name's John Baptiste," the man said, relaxing as he walked forward, hand extended. "It's good to meet a friendly face."

      Solly took his hand. "Solly Masters."

      "That there is Martha," he said, pointing at the woman with the baby. "And little Jenson."

      "Your wife and son?"

      Baptiste's face registered surprise and then sadness. "No. I found Martha when I was passin' through Denver. She had the little one with her."

      "Jenson's the son of my old neighbors and I couldn't just leave him there when I found them passed away. John saved me."

      "Ah, I just did what any right-minded person would do," Baptiste said, his pale skin coloring.

      Solly gestured toward the motel. "You're welcome to stay here. It'd be good to have some conversation. Where are you headed? Chicago?"

      "We're going to Virginia," Martha said as she walked into the dark hotel lobby.

      "Why?"

      Baptiste turned in surprise. "We're answering the call."

      "What?"

      "The call to arms. Haven't you heard? There's a president in DC again. The government's back."
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        * * *

      

      Khaled lay on his bed in the white cell, looking up at the ceiling and watching imaginary patterns forming, moving and disappearing. He'd been left entirely alone today, unlike yesterday when Commander Chen had been triumphantly exhorting him to join her on the winning side.

      He sighed as he remembered the good old days when she was simply Lia Chen, Chief Administration Officer of Lee Corporation and utter devotee of Annabel Lee. On the rare occasions he'd seen her, she'd struck him as a clever, capable, woman, though perhaps frustrated that she'd reached a glass ceiling because administration wasn't going to offer her a route to the very top of the tree. Well, she'd certainly solved that problem. The chief security officer had disappeared in suspicious circumstances and Lia Chen was promoted to replace him. This had all happened six months or so before the Long Night and she now headed what was, in practice, a private army.

      "You take stubbornness too far," she'd said yesterday. Khaled had revealed nothing under interrogation. Frankly, their attempts to intimidate him were pathetic for a man who'd been subject to the tender ministrations of the Egyptian police in his youth. He suspected that they still valued him and wanted to learn what he knew while inflicting the minimum damage, but he'd managed to resist so far. What did he care about himself? He'd lost just about everyone that mattered to him.

      So, Chen had visited him. "But we will succeed despite your resistance to our questions," she'd continued. "You see, we know that you arranged for something to be smuggled out of the building, and we know where it went. We lost it for a while, but, I'm delighted to say, we have found it again. And, tonight, I am sending an entire squad with helicopter support to retrieve it. I guarantee they will not fail."

      They had. This was obvious by Chen's absence from his cell today. She suspected that Khaled wasn't the only employee working against her, and the opportunity to gloat in front of the person she saw as the ring leader of this resistance would have been too great to resist. Somehow, then, Solly and Neil had gotten away with the device or, at least, Khaled had to hope that it was them, as seemed likely. Neither knew what it truly was, but he'd impressed on Neil how essential it was for it to get into the hands of the man calling himself Pastor Smith on the northwestern coast.

      Alison. It had been Scott Lee's passion project for many years arising, Khaled suspected, from his frustration that Annabel had no interest in having children with him. He'd kept it from her for that very reason and the project had remained secret until a few months before the Long Night when Scott had revealed it to Khaled and thus drawn him into the conspiracy to fake his death.

      Even Khaled didn't understand the full implications of Alison. He only hoped that the project wasn't, in truth, merely a way for Scott to play happy families with an imaginary child. There was, of course, the other one—the one modeled entirely on Annabel Lee herself, the one the Lee Corporation knew all about. He hoped never to encounter that model. The last thing this shattered world needed was the return of the person responsible for its destruction.
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      Alejandro died that evening. Paulie was there when it happened and so, at her insistence, was Luna who, though only ten years old, had made her point of view crystal clear. Alejandro had looked after her for the past seven weeks and she wanted to be there for him, even though he couldn't possibly know. Neither of them noticed it happen. One moment they were nodding off, arms wrapped around each other in an easy chair, the next minute Luna and Paulie were both sobbing.

      "Why couldn't you come quicker?" she wailed. "I texted you, I even prayed, but you didn't come."

      Paulie's heart sank and a black shroud descended. She'd received one of Luna's messages when she'd connected her smartphone to power weeks ago, but she'd had no way of knowing when it had been sent and had felt duty bound to stay in Arbroath. Now she knew she'd been wrong. She should have gone that day, driven down to LA, found the two of them and brought them back with her. Alejandro would now be alive, and her daughter wouldn't hate her. Fear had stopped her getting on the road south—fear that she'd find out for certain her daughter was dead. She vowed never to let it rule her again.

      It was an 85-mile drive north from Johnson Green's community back to Arbroath, and Paulie wanted to cover that distance in a single day, so they set off as dawn arrived. Green emerged from the main building, half dressed with mist steaming from his mouth, and implored her not to go.

      "You told me that there are dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people on the road heading for my town. I need to get there before they do, or they risk being turned away. In any case, that's where I belong."

      And that was that. She felt a pang of regret as it seemed to her that, unlike the toxic community she'd spied on in Seattle, this was a true example of what was possible if people with good intentions came together. Arbroath was another, and that was where she was heading.

      It had taken every ounce of determination to get Luna into the front seat of the car that morning. In fact, it was only Dany's presence, leaning over from the back and nuzzling the girl's ear, that persuaded the child to acquiesce.

      Luna had wanted to see Alejandro buried in the little community graveyard and, to be truthful, so did Paulie, but there was no time to delay. Having seen the ugly side of her own people only the previous week, she did not want to leave their reaction to chance when refugees started appearing on their doorstep. Most of the folk inside the walls had no inkling of what it was like out here and what drove others to walk the dangerous roads north to their town. Arbroath, it seemed, was a beacon, and it was drawing people from far and wide.

      The first half of the road north was familiar as Paulie had traveled down it over the previous couple of days, but fifty miles in they hit a fork and headed into less familiar territory. Almost as soon as they moved onto I-20, the obstructions increased, and the way became much harder to find.

      They passed little groups of people moving in the same direction as them and, at one stage, she was forced to draw her pistol to face down a man trying to get a lift for himself and the two women who were with him. They looked exhausted, but Paulie knew that, if she stopped for them, she would probably get stuck as others begged for assistance. No, it was better to make sure that they got the help they needed when they arrived. If they made it.

      The sky was beginning to darken as they approached Arbroath. Luna's sobbing episodes had decreased in frequency and she had told Paulie what had happened after the Long Night. Alejandro had, at first, insisted on them staying in his apartment. He had good stocks of food and had seen the riots breaking out in the streets below and, in any case, he knew that Paulie would look there first when she came to find them.

      But then their food had run out. He went scavenging and, on the final occasion, returned with a knife slash to his thigh. He decided that LA wasn't safe for her any longer, so they walked to the outskirts and he found a car. Luna cried when she said he'd put a blanket over the seat where the dead woman had been for Luna to sit on. They had intended to go to Arbroath, but Alejandro became sick and so, when they found Johnson Green's community, they stopped there, and he'd been in bed ever since. Sepsis, the doctor had said. And not enough antibiotics to kill it off.

      Despite the tears that cascaded down both their cheeks—Paulie's a mixture of grief and shame—she was relieved that Luna was at least talking about things now.

      Suddenly, as they crested a low hill, Paulie saw the light glint off something metallic ahead and slammed on the brakes, pulling in between two abandoned cars. She got out of the car, crouching low and creeping along the row of rotting metal to the front and peering over the hood. They were above Arbroath here and this road led to the bridge that crossed the river before arriving at the rear barricade into the town.

      Halfway down the hill sat a group of military vehicles facing toward Arbroath, as if to prevent anyone heading south from it. She didn't need the layabout attitude of the men standing around the vehicles to know that they belonged to the militia from Seattle. Could they have followed the pastor and the others when they returned to Arbroath? Could they have been captured and forced to reveal where they'd come from?

      How was she to get into town now? She was willing to bet that the main road along the river would also be blockaded which left only one option.

      She reversed the car until they found a side road that took them to the west. They turned north and shadowed the highway, hoping that the militia were too lazy to scan the neighboring roads, until they reached the intersection that took them back onto the interstate as it went over the bridge.

      "You need to get down, Luna," Paulie said. "There might be guards up there and I intend to drive straight through them."

      Luna's face was a mix of terror and excitement as she folded herself into the foot well, her hand reaching back to hold the dog's head down.

      "Ready?"

      The little girl nodded. Paulie drew in a deep breath and stabbed her foot on the gas.

      The car lurched up the final rise and flew out onto the highway, skidding round and, in one perfectly executed arc, straightening. Two men struggled to get onto their feet, kicking over the little fire where they'd been sharing a cigarette. By the time they'd brought their rifles to bear, Paulie was past them and half way across the bridge.

      Pellets of glass blew over Paulie's shoulders as the rear window exploded, and then they were off and away, heading into the deserted suburbs of Arbroath.

      "Are you alright?" she called over the sound of rushing wind.

      Luna looked up, brushing the shattered glass from her clothes and face, and nodded.

      Dany barked from the back seat and tried to climb over into the front.

      "Get back, girl," Luna said as she hugged the dog's head.

      The direct route to the enclave was to the right where another bridge took them over the Wishkah River, but she was certain she'd find more militia there, so she drove north through the suburbs to a small crossing of the river as it bent westwards. She was then able to loop around to the east and approach the enclave from above.

      She parked and walked to the lookout point, Luna and Dany tagging along beside her.

      "There it is," Paulie said, pointing down to where the barricade stood, with its makeshift gate in the center. She looked to the left and cursed. A tank, two military trucks and an olive green jeep were parked to one side. It looked as though they'd only just arrived because the militia were busy setting up what looked like gun emplacements and mortar positions. It was an obvious show of strength intended to intimidate.

      She watched as a familiar figure climbed down from the jeep and walked toward the gate. Almost immediately, it opened to admit a lone man. It was Scott Lee, still impersonating a Pastor judging by the Bible shaped object he held clutched to his chest.

      So, he'd made it back safely which meant that Marvin and Jon had also returned, with any luck. But she could see no way out of this—they'd failed in their mission to scavenge heavier armament and five minutes under the hail of bullets from the machine guns now trained on the barricade and it would burst asunder.

      Smith held out his hand and, with obvious reluctance, the man he'd said was called Lad Melua, head of security for the Lee Corporation, shook it. After no more than a moment or two, he withdrew and began talking animatedly to Smith. Dany growled softly but stopped at a word from Luna.

      Through all of this, the pastor remained impassively listening and then, as Melua paused awaiting a response, he opened the Bible. Paulie half expected the idiot to draw out a handgun, shoot his opponent, and then die in a hail of bullets. In that instant, she was surprised to note that she didn't want that to happen.

      Instead of that, he drew out something too small for Paulie to see. It must have been no larger than a credit card and Melua took it instantly, before suddenly bringing it close to his face as if he couldn't believe what he was seeing. He seemed to be looking back and forth from the object to the pastor before he started speaking, the words tumbling out, a mixture of surprise and, unless Paulie was quite mistaken, pleasure. For an instant, he moved as if to embrace Smith, but he stopped himself, returned the card, turned on his heels and left.

      He spoke to his men and, after much shaking of heads, they piled into their trucks and headed away. Within ten minutes, the way was clear of vehicles and a cheer went up from inside Arbroath. If that wasn't inexplicable enough, she looked back to the road to see that they'd left the machine guns in place and a group of deputies, led by Jon Graf, were striding out to retrieve them. Unable to hold back her curiosity any longer, Paulie straightened up, went back to the car and drove down to the riverside road that led to the barricade.

      

      It took a while to get anyone's attention as she parked the car at the entrance to Arbroath. She was forced, in the end, to stab down on the horn repeatedly until a head popped up, followed by a leveled shotgun.

      It was Marvin, so she got out especially carefully until he could see her face clearly.

      "Sheriff!" he called with unmistakable joy. "Well, I'll be. Come on over!"

      He called to someone behind him and a ladder was lowered as Paulie went around and got her pack and Luna's from the trunk. She sent her daughter up first, then passed up the luggage. She was forced to put her shoulder under Dany's backside to get her up the ladder, before finally following her over the top.

      Nothing had changed, on the surface at least, since they'd departed on their ill fated mission to Seattle the previous week. As she stood on the barricade, people who'd been gathered around the market square detached themselves and began moving, some of them running. Paulie, delighted by the welcome, saw that they'd been looking at the machine guns. Smith remained beside the new weapons, watching the crowd before looking up at her.

      She climbed down and was engulfed. "Where have you been?" was the most common question among the greetings and the back slapping. Mayor Vogelbach pushed through to the front and grabbed her hand.

      "I'm so pleased you've returned to us, just as the pastor has delivered us from our enemies" she said. "And I see you've brought some new residents."

      Paulie pulled Luna forward. "This is my daughter. Luna, this is Mayor Vogelbach."

      Luna took the mayor's offered hand briefly. "My uncle's dead."

      "I'm sorry to hear that," Vogelbach said. "You're safe now."

      "This is Dany. She protects us. Uncle Jon!" Luna shrieked as Deputy Graf forced his way through. She jumped into his arms and Paulie was overwhelmed by the joy and love the two exchanged. He was twirling around, tears flowing down his face, and she knew that he was crying for joy and for grief at the same time. What a twisted world they were living in.

      Paulie extricated herself from the crowd and strode across to Smith.

      "I'm glad you made it back," he said, with every sign of meaning it.

      She looked around to make sure they couldn't be overheard.

      "What happened at the gate?" she said, watching his expression closely. "And don't play dumb; I was watching from the lookout point. I saw you hand something over."

      He considered this for a moment before responding, "It was my Bible."

      "Is that what you told them," she said, gesturing at the crowds still chattering by the barricade. "Did you say it was a miracle?"

      Smith shrugged. "Does it matter? The end result is the same. The enemy has gone, and we are now armed to defend ourselves. One machine gun emplacement at each entrance and no one can approach us without permission.”

      "Let me see your Bible," she said, holding out her hand.

      He reached into his pocket and retrieved a black book with gold lettering. "Here."

      She flicked through the pages. "This isn't the same one. I saw you pull something out of it and show it to Melua. I want to know what it was, and why it made him turn on his heels and leave. Anyone would think you were on the same side."

      "I persuaded him that he would find softer targets elsewhere."

      Paulie shook her head. "I don't buy it. He had machine guns, mortars and a tank, for heaven's sake. What do we have? A few shotguns. No way. Now tell the truth or I'll have you arrested."

      "That would be a mistake," Smith said.

      She spotted Deputies Friedman and Fessel. "Nicky, Mike, come over here will you?" she called.

      "I want you to arrest the pastor and throw him in the holding cell."

      Friedman looked from one to the other. "This a joke, right?"

      "I'm giving you a direct order," Paulie said, wondering just how deep this man's influence on the town now reached.

      The two deputies shared a glance and stepped back. "Sorry, Sheriff," Fessel said. "The pastor's just saved us and I reckon we might get lynched if we arrest him."

      "Now you listen to me," Paulie hissed. "You either take my orders or lose your badges"

      "I'd rather lose my badge than my neck. You might want to hightail it back to wherever you've been if you don't like the pastor; folks here won't tolerate it, I'm tellin' you," Fessel said.

      Paulie couldn't believe her ears. "I'll deal with you two later," she snapped, before drawing her weapon and pointing it at Smith. "Come with me, Pastor."

      Smith's forehead creased into a frown as the crowd slowly went silent. "I'm so sorry, Paulie. You really should have thought about this a little. Mike, will you please escort the sheriff to the cell."

      "What's going on?"

      Paulie turned to see Jon Graf hurrying toward her, Luna running along beside him.

      "She's fixin' to arrest the pastor," Fessel said.

      "What?"

      "I can't explain, Jon, not in front of everyone. Now, will you please take him into custody."

      "He's just saved the town!" Graf said, disbelief obvious.

      "Jon, please."

      He held her gaze for a few moments, then shook his head and stepped back.

      "Mommy, what's happening?" Luna called.

      "I wish I knew."

      The pastor pushed the weapon she was pointing away from him. "I think we all need time to calm down. Please go with the deputies."

      She had no choice, especially with Luna watching. "You stay with Uncle Jon," she said, while treating Graf to a venom laced glance. "I'll see you soon enough." She began moving toward the Sheriff's Office.

      Suddenly, Dany began barking and baring her teeth at Fessel. She jumped up and pushed him sideways with her front paws.

      "Get down, Dany," Paulie said. "Go with Luna, protect her."

      "What's goin' on?" Melvin Tucker burst out of the crowd and barged into Friedman. "Put your weapons down you damn fools. What are you doin' pointin' them at the sheriff?"

      "Stand down, Melvin," Jon called, "the sheriff's under arrest."

      "Like hell I will," he responded, standing between the two deputies and Paulie. "You should be ashamed'a yourselves after all she's done for this town!"

      Graf drew his sidearm and the crowd that had gathered retreated a little. "Hand over your weapon, deputy. You can share a cell with the sheriff."

      Paulie looked at Marvin and nodded. The last thing she wanted was a firefight to break out in the middle of a crowd with her daughter looking on.

      Paulie walked through a disbelieving mob that was filled with hostility. So, after all her work to bring stability and safety to the town, this was how she was rewarded? Treachery from those she most trusted and loyalty from the person she least expected to be on her side.

      She'd lost the one place she considered safe, the place she'd brought her child to, the place she'd have given her life to protect. The world was truly, utterly, messed up.
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      Bella did her best impression of an infantryman crawling stealthily through the detritus. In truth, she knew she'd have looked ridiculous to anyone who happened to be watching but she didn't care. After much squeezing, rolling and pushing, she found a vantage point over the intersection where her father had been taken hostage.

      The days since she'd left the airbase had been the loneliest of her life. Guilt, shame and powerless rage took turns to be the dominant emotion as, with every mile, she felt more and more as though she was abandoning her children. She'd seen neither since Nathan had slipped her that pass and her mind had settled on the one remaining mission, the thing she could do—find out what had happened to her father.

      She expected to find that he was dead, dispatched once that thug Skulls realized that the old man couldn't repair the wind turbine. One way or another, she needed to know, so she squinted through the sights of the hunting rifle. That had been one piece of luck; she'd found the rifle in a remote cabin where she'd sought shelter the previous night. She'd also been lucky to slip by the guards at the TLX border. As Nathan had suggested, she'd shadowed the main interstate, but she hadn't wanted to stray too far as she had no idea where she was and didn't want to lose sight of the arterial road. It was only when she'd passed the border that she realized she'd been in full view of the checkpoint as it was on an elevated section of the highway. If a guard had been looking, they'd have had no difficulty in spotting her.

      Bella saw Skulls almost immediately as he moved back and forth chatting to his confederates and giving orders. The man's swagger hadn't lessened, though now he wore a blue cap on his bald head which, with his yellow beard, gave him the look of a cartoon seaman. All he needed was a pipe.

      She watched for an hour, seeing many people, but never her father. Finally, she had to accept that he wasn't going to appear and that her worst fears had been realized. She focused on Skulls, imagining what it would be like to gently squeeze the trigger and take revenge for Al's death. If it hadn't been for the fact that Maddie was being held captive in TLX, Bella would have done it even if it had meant every other scumbag descended upon her.

      But she had to survive for her daughter's sake, she was the child's only hope. So, she relaxed her grip and went to put the rifle down, but it slipped forward a little on the damp ground. Reflexively, she grabbed at it, accidentally squeezing the trigger. With a crack, the gun kicked back and landed on the ground. Bella cursed as she scrambled away on all fours before getting to her feet and running. She'd been sure the safety was on—what sort of idiot leaves it off in their gun cabinet?

      The car was just there, and she drew in deep breaths as she went to open the front door.

      "Hold it right there, lady," said a drawling voice. "I want a word with you."

      Skulls grabbed her arm and propelled her down the bank toward the intersection. She struggled against his iron grip as the others laughed at her discomfort.

      "Looks like we're gonna have ourselves a little entertainment, boys," Skulls cried as Bella stumbled down to the road where they'd been hijacked.

      "What are you going to do with me?" she said.

      Skulls gave an evil chuckle. "Well, you're just gonna have to wait to find out, aren't ya? You nearly took off my head."

      "I didn't mean to, I was putting the gun down!"

      "Maybe that's right, maybe it ain't," Skulls said.

      "Believe me, if I'd intended to kill you, you'd be dead right now," Bella spat, anger overcoming fear for a moment.

      Skulls laughed again and pushed her toward a streetlamp that had a chair at its base and a noose hanging down.

      "No!" Bella cried, tears welling in her eyes.

      But Skulls pushed her past the makeshift gallows and into the parking lot of a car dealership then in through the front doors.

      "Hey boss!" he called out as he maneuvered her toward the former manager's office. "Look what the cat caught."

      Skulls pulled her to a halt and waited.

      Bella stood, panting as she waited for judgement to be pronounced.

      A figure appeared in the doorway, silhouetted by the sun coming in through the office window. A familiar figure.

      "Thank God!"

      "Dad!"

      She threw herself into his arms and wept until she felt as though she'd run dry. He pulled back and looked at her, his eyes red with tears. Then he looked behind her. "Isabella, where are the kids?"

      Al wouldn't tell her his story until she'd told him hers and she watched his old and wrinkled face turn pale as she described what had happened to Maddie.

      He thought for a moment before shaking his head. "Well, I suppose it makes sense —"

      "What?" Bella burst out.

      Al held his hand up. "Hold on, I was going to say that it makes sense if you think of people as cattle. To rebuild a population, you'd want to pair people up.”

      "But she's only fourteen!"

      "I know," Al said. "But her most fertile years are just around the corner, it's a fact of nature."

      Bella leaped up, spilling her chair backwards onto the floor, and went to stand at the window. "Are you suggesting we leave her there? Because she'll be cared for? Like a brood mare?"

      "Don't be ridiculous, Isabella. Haven't you got the brains you were born with?"

      "But you just said—"

      Al joined her at the window. "I said I understand what they're doing, not that I agree with it. No, we need to get our girl out of there."

      "Dad," Bella said, putting her arm around the old man's shoulder. "Why are you still alive? I thought they'd kill you for sure."

      Al grunted. "So did I, to be honest, but I soon worked out that Skulls hadn't been lying when he said they're not murderers. They're a load of klutzes, and he's the brightest of them, which isn't saying a lot."

      "But there's a lynching post out there!"

      "It's just for show. Skulls had the brains to know that they wouldn't survive long if they didn't look like they were tough, but he's a good boy, really."

      Bella whistled in amazement. "And did you get the turbine working?"

      "I did, though it's only really good for powering the lights and we're careful not to overuse them—don't want to attract any trouble. Notice that they've cleared the road? No more traps?"

      "I hadn't, actually, I was a bit preoccupied."

      "Well, we're making our way legitimately now, real trading and scavenging. Folks stop and we give them what they need in exchange for anything they've got to trade."

      "What if they haven't got anything?"

      Al smiled. "Then they get what they need anyway. Took a while to persuade Skulls it was the right thing to do, but we got there."

      "Dad, why do they follow you?"

      "Because, my daughter, Skulls is just bright enough to know he's stupid and the others follow his lead. Besides, they get coffee now—I got the machine working again. Gives the batteries a pounding, but worth every amp. Now, let's go find Skulls and then we'll go get our Maddie back."

      

      Bella, Al and Skulls headed west the following morning. Al had been uncomfortable bringing Skulls along because that left the little community at the intersection with the combined intellectual capacity of a fifth grader, but the big man had insisted. Bella, in turn, hadn't wanted Al to come because of his age and because she'd only just discovered he was alive. And Skulls hadn't wanted a woman along on a mission that was, obviously, man's work. So, they made for a motley crew as they drove along the highway in Skulls's favorite pickup.

      Maddie was being held at a place called Cedar Ranch near Bulverde, TX, according to the orders they'd been given back at the base. Al, who'd stripped all of the cars that had been abandoned at the intersection, had a stack of route maps, so they soon discovered that Bulverde was to the north of San Antonio, and that meant a long drive, staying outside the TLX military area for as long as they could manage it. Al made notes on the map every time they came within sight of a checkpoint. In each case, as soon as they saw it, they reversed up the road and got onto the country lanes.

      "They're only guarding the main interstates and highways," he said, once they'd been forced to do this for the fourth time. It looks to me as though they've created a protected zone around fifty miles east of San Antonio. I wonder why they're not covering the smaller roads."

      Skulls, who was taking a turn at driving, shrugged. "Maybe they ain't got as many new recruits as they need."

      "You're probably right," Al said.

      Bella, who'd been watching from the back seat said, "They told me their first priority is security, so I guess Jake and others like him will be found manning a checkpoint on some country road before long."

      "There's worse things he could be doing," Al responded.

      

      They found a roadside motel to sleep the night. Skulls, who seemed to have no fear of the dead, had swept through those rooms with doors that were shut and found two next to each other that were clear. Al and Bella took the first and Skulls the other.

      Once they'd shut the drapes so they could light candles, Bella went into Skulls's room and found him sitting on the bed looking up at a painting on the wall above the headboard.

      "Nice painting," Bella said.

      "Yeh," Skulls said without taking his eye off it. The print showed the side view of a woman looking out of a window onto a wooded landscape. "It's a Hopper. Cape Cod Morning."

      Bella's eyes widened. "Do you know a lot about paintings?"

      Skulls shrugged. "It's a hobby. I like Hopper. Feel as though he has somethin' to say. That woman there: looks like my Freda."

      "Who?"

      He turned to her, and she saw the pain on his face. For the first time, she noticed the unfolded picture laying on the bed in front of him. A pretty woman in biker gear smiling to the camera.

      "My lady," he said. "Gone now, o'course. What would she think of what I became? Just a thug."

      Impulsively, Bella put her hands on his shoulders. "I'm sorry," she said. "Look, what should I call you? Skulls isn't your real name."

      "It is now, Bella. Maybe I'll go back to being plain Steve one day, but not yet. Your pa, he saved me, turned me around."

      Bella smiled. "He's gotten into the habit of doing that," she said. "Are you going to come into our room and have a bite to eat?"

      With a nod, Skulls folded the little photo and slid it into his inside pocket. Bella followed him into the next room where her father was stirring a can of beans.

      

      Cedar Pass Road was a narrow lane with the entrances to farms and ranches on either side. Most appeared to have been constructed in the past few years, perhaps as the realization of long held dreams that were now nothing more than dust and ashes.

      "That's it," Bella said. She was sitting in the passenger seat beside Skulls and could make out the stone sign.

      Without warning, he slammed his foot on the brakes and immediately began reversing up the road, though he kept the engine's revs low and they crept backward.

      "What is it?"

      "Guard," he hissed, pointing beyond the gate. Now Bella could see—a single figure walking back and forth with the unmistakable outline of a rifle pointing downwards.

      They turned as soon as they could and took a side road that ran parallel to the ranch until it turned into a dirt track and then disappeared entirely.

      "Good grief, they post guards on these women?" Bella said.

      "No wonder they're short of sentries on the roads," Al responded from the back seat. "Still, we came to do a job, and I don't intend to leave this place without my granddaughter."

      Bella turned to Skulls, who was scanning the surrounding woods and scrub. "What do you think?"

      "If it was my daughter, I'd do anythin' to get her back."

      "But she's not your daughter, so will you help?"

      He turned to her, smiling. "Sure. Maybe time to make Freda proud of me."

      Dusk was approaching as they crept toward the boundary of the ranch. Skulls led the way, carrying his sawed off shotgun, followed by Bella and Al who both had Glocks that had been liberated by Skulls's gang over the weeks.

      Skulls climbed over a paddock fence and then helped the others down. The rear of the ranch was made up of a well cultivated garden that opened onto scrubbier land that retreated into the distance. Across the garden strode a figure, pacing to and fro as if in deep thought.

      Bella took the lead now, gesturing the others to follow her. If that was the mysterious "Ham" who owned the ranch, then he looked a lot younger than she'd imagined. She'd learned to recognize teenagers at long distance and she wouldn't put this boy's age at above nineteen.

      They reached the low brick wall that marked the garden's boundary and peered over. The boy approached another dark figure and took something from him before, to Bella's horror, walking directly toward them.

      Crouching as flat to the wall as they could manage, they watched as the boy stood above them, a dark shape against the darkening sky, and lit a cigarette which flared orange before settling down again.

      "I've got a gun and it's pointing right at your crown jewels," Al whispered. "Don't say a word. Just nod if you hear and understand."

      The figure froze for a moment before nodding.

      "Smoking's bad for your health, son," Al said as he got painfully to his feet, keeping his gun trained on the boy.

      "We don't have nothin' here, and there's guards," he said in a trembling voice.

      "Is Maddie here?" Bella asked.

      Again there was a moment's pause before the boy spoke. "Yes."

      "We're getting her out of here," Bella responded. "And you're going to help us—do you understand?"

      She saw the boy's shoulders sag. "You can't get away. They'll be on you like a pack of dogs."

      "Leave that to us," Bella said, sounding more confident than she felt. "Where is she?"

      "In her bedroom, but you can't get to her. She's guarded."

      Skulls loomed from behind a column of bricks. "How many guards?"

      "Two at the moment. One's gone off shift."

      "How many out back?"

      "Just the one. Max."

      "Now, why don't you just go tell that guard to go make a coffee?" Al said. "Don't play any tricks on me, son, you'll be in my sights all the way."

      The boy's silhouetted head turned in his direction. "It won't work. I'm as much a prisoner as Maddie is."

      "What?"

      "Look, I'll help you, but you've got to take me with you, ok? And you've got to promise not to kill the guards."

      Bella could hear Skulls's eyeballs rolling so she got in first. "We'll do our best, but they'll have to be incapacitated."

      "You can lock them in the basement," the boy said. "Leave some food and water and they'll be fine until the next supplies drop in a few days."

      "Sounds to me as though you've been plotting your escape for a while, son," Al said.

      "More of a daydream, really."

      Skulls jumped onto the lawn and Bella heard the boy gasp. "I'll be watching you, punk," he said. "Put a finger out of line and it'll be the last thing you do."

      The boy nodded, and they followed him across the garden.

      "Hide here," he said as they crouched against the back wall of the house. "I'll call Bob and you can grab him. But no killing, right? I like him."

      The boy stepped into the shadows and called out the guard's name. Moments later, he appeared around the corner again, followed by a larger figure. Skulls leaped up and pressed the end of his shotgun barrel into the guard's chin.

      Al held the man at gunpoint while the others tricked the guard around the front in the same way. They led them into the basement where the boy, whose name was Luke, locked them up. The guards evidently thought Luke was helping the invaders under duress, because neither protested at all.

      Bella threw herself at Maddie when they found her. She'd been sitting up in bed, reading. Her face changed from a frozen kind of fear to utter joy as she recognized her mother and the two cried and twirled around as they hugged. Then Maddie saw her grandfather and the tears began again.

      Luke came in, looking a little sheepish and Maddie disengaged from Al and embraced him as well, causing the boy's face to flush. "We have to get him out of here too, mom. He hates it."

      "We sort of agreed to take him with us," Bella said, surprised by her daughter's obvious affection for the boy. "I didn't think you'd want a reminder of your imprisonment. I mean, he's the son of the man they were going to force you to marry."

      Maddie shook her head. "No, that's not it at all. I was going to marry Luke. He hated the idea as much as me, but he's trapped too."

      "We need to put a lot of miles behind us if we're to get away. If they catch us, they'll hang us all," Luke said.

      Maddie ran around and packed her essentials before following the others out to the car. She gasped when she saw Skulls at the wheel.

      "Don't worry none, " Al said as he opened the passenger door. "He's on our side."

      They skidded away and, once they were out onto the country roads, Skulls turned off the car lights and drove by reflected moonlight.

      Luke fell asleep almost instantly, his head on Maddie's shoulder and Bella smiled from the front seat. "Tell me about him. Did he lose everyone as well?"

      Maddie shook her head. "No, he was lucky like us, though his father is a horrible man. We'd best hope he never finds us."

      Bella went back to watching the road ahead and marveling at Skulls's ability to pick his way through in the dark.

      "Mom," Maddie said softly, jerking Bella out of her half sleep. "We can't turn back now, can we?"

      "Why, what have you forgotten?" Bella responded with a smile that died as she turned to look at her daughter's stricken face.

      "Seriously, we can't go back, right?"

      Bella shook her head. "No, we've come too far out into the country, we'd never find our way to the ranch and, anyway, that would be just heading for trouble."

      "Good. You see, it's Luke's father. You need to know, and now's as good a time as any."

      "What about him?"

      There was a pause as Maddie summoned up the courage to speak.

      "His name is John Murphy. Mom, he's the President of the TLX."
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      The sun rose behind them as they headed west toward Minneapolis. Solly and Ross had slept in a vacant car lot, wrapping themselves in blankets taken from the motel as the temperature dipped below freezing. Solly wanted to get around the city and back onto the interstate before it went dark again, so they'd been up and away early.

      There was a government in Washington, DC and he was heading to another Washington on the other side of the country. Solly Masters had never been a political animal, but his heart had leaped at the thought of government being reestablished. There had been some official announcements in the hours and days after the Long Night, but nothing since then, and he'd assumed the federal government was a thing of the past. Last he'd heard had been that someone called General Tusk had declared martial law.

      John Baptiste—the man they'd met at the motel—had told them that there was a new civilian president who'd been appointed on the basis that she was the most senior surviving member of the old administration. Solly couldn't even remember her name, but he'd felt the hunger that had driven Baptiste to travel east. Solly's immediate future, however, lay to the west and then, once he'd discharged his duty, as he saw it, he would go south and lay to rest the likely ghosts of his family.

      Baptiste had also told him that Texas and two other states had formed a new federation that was gathering a militia. This news had left him in two minds. On the one hand, he was glad to hear that some sort of order was being restored in his home state, but, on the other hand, forming an independent country was asking for a whole heap of trouble further down the line.

      "Dammit!" he said, banging down on the steering wheel.

      "What's the trouble?" Ross responded, startled out of sleep.

      Solly sighed. "Sorry. I've spent too long in this truck and my mind's wandering. I feel like I need to be heading south and east, when I'm actually driving north and west."

      "I know. You want to find out what happened to your family."

      "Both my families, Ross," Solly responded.

      "Do you miss Janice?"

      A lump formed in Solly's throat as he thought of her. He'd done his very best to stop his mind wandering over the past few days but in the depths of the night he often saw her face. And then the guilt would build, followed by the fear that he'd left her and the children to fend for themselves while he went on a wild goose chase across the continent.

      He felt so conflicted. How much simpler life would be if he had only one thing to think about, one responsibility to uphold. He wanted to go south to find Bella and the children, or back east to the farm which, now he was away from it, felt like home. And yet he was heading away from both and the invisible cord that bound him to those places was stretching tighter and tighter.

      "Yes, Ross, I miss Janice. And the others."

      "I miss Jaxon. I thought I was going to hate him, but he turned out okay. But wherever you plan on going, we're gonna need to pick up some gas today." He gestured at the fuel gauge.

      Yes, that was the plan. They only had one jerrycan of diesel left, and Solly had pinpointed a series of rural gas stations on the route map for them to try, in the hope that at least one was still usable. They still had Landon's bailer bucket contraption in the trunk, so they wouldn't be reduced to siphoning from abandoned vehicles.

      They finally struck lucky after noon. They'd passed three of Solly's targets, but two were burned out and the third was surrounded by vehicles arranged like a wall on all sides. Shots had rung out as they approached, and Solly had been forced to back up quickly and go another way.

      This gas station, however, looked entirely deserted. They'd seen no signs of human life as they'd driven through small settlements, barging their way through where the road was still blocked by long abandoned vehicles. It reminded him of Sleeping Beauty—as if the kingdom had fallen asleep in an instant.

      They rolled onto the forecourt and parked beside the one free pump, the other two blocked by cars that sat beneath a skin of dust. Snowflakes began to fall as they got out, carefully scanning the dark interior of the kiosk and the surrounding houses. It was as still and silent as a tomb.

      "Where's the tank cover?" Solly asked as he scanned the ground.

      Ross ran over to the side of the kiosk and came back with a large broom which he used to clear the leaves and dirt that had accumulated until he revealed a dull metal cover.

      Solly fetched the bailer bucket and levered up the cover before reaching down and unscrewing the cap to the tank. He then lowered the bucket inside as Ross brought the first jerry can from the trunk, unscrewed the cap and dropped in a funnel.

      "We've struck oil!" Solly said as the sloshing of the bucket echoed up out of the hole. "Now, let's see whether this thing works."

      He pulled on the rope and lifted the tube out. "It's full!" Solly upended the bucket and carefully poured it into the jerrycan.

      "Are you Ruskies?"

      Solly was so startled he almost dropped the bucket. When he twisted around, he was looking into the barrel of a shotgun and, beyond it, stood an old man with trembling arms.

      "No, we're from New York," Solly said, his voice trembling.

      The old man spat as if to suggest that this was almost as bad an answer. He wore baggy jeans and a red checked shirt covered by a thick fur lined coat. Watery eyes peeked out from behind round spectacles and his yellow stained white beard wagged as he chewed.

      "You're not Ruskie spies, then? Sent to finish us off. Well, let me be tellin' you, I ain't surrenderin'. I did two tours of 'Nam and ten years as a deputy and you can take my gun from my cold dead hands if you want to try. Are you feeling lucky?"

      Solly had seen many examples of the mad and the bad since the Long Night. The worst people he'd met had managed to combine the two. His mind flashed back to the fake religious leader in New York and he wondered, in that instant, whether he had survived and what he was doing now. Seeking revenge for their escape, and the wound he suffered? But what of the Lee Corporation? They might have remained idle, but that didn't suit their style. What would they make of attempts to restore government in DC?

      As for this man, he was definitely in the crazy camp, but, despite the quivering gun, Solly didn't see him as a threat—except accidentally.

      "Sergeant, you can lower your weapon," he said, calmly.

      The old man's eyes widened. "How'd you know I was a sergeant, sonny?"

      Lucky guess, Solly thought. "Call it military instinct. Now, will you put the gun down? You're frightening the boy."

      Glancing to the side, the old man shook his head as if to wake out of a dream and lowered the shotgun. "Sorry son. I didn't mean to alarm you."

      Ross looked embarrassed and relieved at the same time.

      "Sergeant Walter Hammond, 1st Brigade, 5th Infantry Division of the Red Devils," the old man said, popping a perfect salute.

      Solly did his best to replicate it. "Solomon Masters, Special Operations," he said, tapping the side of his nose. Ross went to open his mouth, but Solly kicked his shins and the boy remained silent.

      Solly and the veteran shook hands. "Sergeant, we need some diesel. We're heading west on a secret mission. Do we have your permission to resupply using your fuel dump?"

      "Oh, yes indeed sir. I'll fetch the manual pump and we'll get it out of there easy as apple pie."

      Another salute and the old man hobbled off to the rear of the kiosk.

      "I guess we know why this place hadn't been raided before now," Solly said.

      "He's a bit soft in the head, Sol," Ross replied. "Can we trust him?"

      Solly nudged the boy in the ribs reproachfully. "You'd be a little addled if you'd gone through what he has and then, when you should be enjoying a quiet retirement chasing kids out of your pumpkin patch, the Long Night happens. It wouldn't surprise me if he's got a shortwave radio tuned to a military frequency and heard the National Guard call up. Where has he gone?"

      Solly and Ross walked around the back of the kiosk and found the old man rolling up a sleeping bag and stowing it in his pack.

      "You've been living out here?" Solly gasped. Hammond's shelter amounted to the roof overhang and three garbage bins that had been rolled around it as a makeshift wall. "Why didn't you get inside?"

      Hammond straightened up painfully. "It don't belong to me, that's why. I'm here to protect the fuel supply, not break into other folks' property."

      "But it's freezing!" Ross said, gesturing at the snow that was now falling steadily.

      "I'm pretty tough. Though it did get awful cold last night…"

      "Sergeant, I give you official permission to use this kiosk as your sentry post."

      The old man bent down to pick up a series of picture frames that had been laid in a row beside where he slept. "Thank you, sir, but that's no longer necessary."

      "Why?"

      Another salute. "Because I'm coming with you, sir."

      

      "You can't let him come!" Ross said. They'd made camp beside the camping stove which they'd set up in the store room behind the kiosk. A large can of stewed beef was bubbling away, filling the room with a delicious aroma that set Solly's stomach rumbling.

      "What do you suggest? You know he'll die if we leave him here."

      "But he stinks! And he's mad!"

      Solly turned to Ross. "I don't imagine we smell too sweet at the moment, and I don't think he's quite as crazy as I imagined at first. Some food and human company will hopefully bring him around a little. And anyway, he might be old—"

      "He is old."

      "—but he's a veteran. We could do with an extra pair of hands."

      "You just love the fact that he thinks you're some sort of James Bond."

      Solly laughed out loud. "Give it a rest. I mean, look at me. Do I look like Jack Reacher? John Milton?"

      "You look a lot more like them than you did a few weeks back. Face it, Sol, you're not the man you once were."

      "For better or worse," Solly said, shaking his head, though he felt a tinge of pride.

      "We could just make a run for it while he's back at his house," Ross said, though without conviction.

      Solly spooned a third of the can of stew into Ross's bowl and a third into his own. "Just enjoy your stew. And don't worry, you're still my second in command." He smiled and looked sidelong at Ross whose face flushed a little as he ate.

      Solly reached into his bag and pulled out the cylinder. He'd discovered he could activate it without removing the outer wrap. What he hadn't worked out was why he felt so obsessed with activating it at all. He'd been talking to the device every night since it had spoken that first time. It was almost as if he half expected it to not answer one night. He wondered whether that would bother him and decided that it would. Now who was the crazy one?

      Hello Father.

      "Hello Alison."

      Are we there yet?

      "Now Alison, I told you it would take many weeks."

      I know, but we seem to have been traveling for ages.

      Solly looked down at the cylinder. Alison's lights could be seen through the semi-transparent silvered wrapping and he'd noticed that they reflected her mood—if a machine could have emotions. Right now, she was emitting a distinctly reddish tone.

      "We’ve been refueling today," he said. "So we can travel faster tomorrow and the days after that."

      I don't understand. What is fuel?

      Maybe this was why he was so keen to talk to her every night. She asked questions he could actually answer with confidence. Alison reminded him of an empty mold—the shape existed, but there was nothing inside.

      "What in the world is that?"

      Solly snapped around to see Walter standing over him and Ross, pointing a shaking finger at the red pulsing thing in Solly's lap.

      "It's a noo-clee-ar weapon, ain't it? What are you doin' with a noo-clee-ar weapon?"

      "It's not a weapon," Solly said as he deactivated Alison and stowed the cylinder. "It's a computer. A bit like Alexa."

      The old man rubbed his bearded chin. "Alexa? Isn't that the darned creepy thing that talks to you about the weather and suchlike? My grandson tried to get me one, but I told 'im I don't need no talking Pringles tube to tell me the weather when I can look outside my own door."

      Hammond stopped for a moment, as if lost in memories. "Of course, he died when the Ruskies hacked them darned implants all the young folks got. I told 'em it would lead to a bad end. I'm seventy-eight and I've not had a day's sickness in my life. I wish he hadn't had to learn the hard way," the old man said, shaking his head sadly.

      "This is a specialized version," Solly said, impressed that Hammond had worked out what had happened, even if blaming the Russians was going a bit too far. "We need to deliver it to our agent on the West Coast. It contains crucial intelligence."

      "Oh, I see. Well, I'm with you. I've had a wash and brush up. I reckon I wasn't smellin’ all that nice."

      Solly glanced at Ross, and then up at Hammond. The beard was still there, though washed and trimmed, and the clothes looked like clean versions of those he'd been wearing.

      Getting up, Solly took the old man's hand. "Glad to have you along, serg—"

      His pack had begun to beep. Solly bent down and grabbed the cylinder. It was vibrating and flashing red.

      Father. The beacon has been activated. Here is the message:

      Her voice then deepened as if she was replaying a voicemail.

      To the bearer of this device. Bring it to the following coordinates as soon as possible. Bring it soon or it will be too late. The fate of humanity depends on what you do over the next days. Hurry. The secret is out, and the enemy is hunting you.

      Father.

      The girlish voice had returned.

      I'm frightened.

      Solly nodded sadly. "So am I, Alison. So am I."
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      The mayor of Fort Brad, CA let out a loud snore and rolled over. His wife had long since found sanctuary in the bedroom furthest away from her husband and so he was the last to be woken up.

      A hand reached down and shook the recumbent man's ample shoulders. "Mr. Mayor. Mr. Mayor!"

      Luis Garcia sucked in a huge lungful of air, almost swallowing his tongue in the process, then floundered around, shaking his head to clear it of last night's tequila.

      "Como? Who is it?" He leaned onto the bedside table to reach his spectacles, became suddenly aware of his nakedness and pulled the blankets up to his hairy shoulders. "Jones, is that you?"

      "Yes, sir. Sorry to disturb you, but there's a situation on the beach."

      Garcia was fully awake now, awake enough to be indignant. "On the beach? Look, Jones, if it's just some kids messing around on quad bikes again, I don't want to know."

      "It's nothing like that, sir. Someone's coming ashore."

      "What?"

      "I think it's best you see for yourself, sir."

      

      And so, Mayor Garcia was now in a police car smoothing his hair down with his hand and wondering what he'd done to deserve yet another emergency. He'd achieved the near impossible by uniting the remaining population and welcoming in those from neighboring towns to make a secure community. Geography had been on their side as Fort Brad was based around an old emplacement built during the wars of the 19th century and could only be approached from one direction.

      He'd quickly galvanized the people, managing somehow to prevent the complete disintegration of order. His wife had to take some credit for helping with that—folk tended to do what she told them. Yeah, what a lucky stroke that she'd survived the Long Night when everyone he cared about had died. Lucky.

      The sun was just beginning to rise behind them as they approached the beach and Garcia could instantly see that something was seriously amiss. The tide was just starting to retreat, exposing acres of wet sand but whereas he'd expect to spot nothing more than a few people walking dogs or riding horses, what he actually saw reminded him more of one of those moving anthills from the South American rain forest.

      The car bumped and slid a little as it left the slipway and headed across the sands. It was instantly illuminated by search lights that combed the beach, identifying the car and checking for any others. Perhaps he should have brought reinforcements.

      A group of armed men was walking toward the car as it traveled over the sand.

      "What shall I do, Mayor? Turn around?" The driver's voice was trembling.

      Garcia felt like a rat in a trap. It was too late to do anything other than take the bait.

      "No, pull up," he said.

      Mayor Luis Garcia got out of the car and walked toward the approaching group. As they came within range of the car's headlights, he could see there was about a half dozen of them, most in camouflage fatigues, but led by a man in a peaked cap and light green uniform. Hundreds more were scurrying in the distant half light.

      They halted a few paces apart.

      "Who are you?" Garcia said.

      The man in the cap stepped forward briskly and Garcia saw another figure move with him, holding a camera.

      "Do you represent the local authorities?" the officer said in clipped English with an American accent.

      "I am the mayor."

      The officer nodded curtly. "My name is Colonel Kun Sung-Jin of the Glorious Expeditionary Force. I claim this land on behalf of our dear leader."

      Another man walked forward carrying a flag on a spiked pole. He handed it to his commander who raised it high and plunged it into the sand.

      "You will return in one hour with any others who are required to make a lawful surrender."

      Garcia's mouth had fallen open and he stared at the man in wide eyed shock.

      "Surrender to who?" he finally managed.

      "To the army of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea."
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      Four Years before The Long Night

      The prayer wheel rumbled to a stop as Annabel Lee was hauled from the cell, gagged and bound, and dragged down the mountainside.

      Strong arms lifted her when she fell, and she tried desperately to see who had captured her. Dressed in black from head to foot, there were at least three of them pushing and prodding her at pace down slippery paths lined with snow, unmistakably heading towards Friendship Bridge and the border with China.

      How had they known she was there? Her visit to the monastery at Liping on the Sino-Nepalese border had been a secret from her closest friends. Even her husband didn't know exactly where she was. So she must have been betrayed by one of the monks.

      Om mani padme hum.

      Annabel tried to focus on the mantra. She'd spent a month battling the darkness that had settled on her soul since the diagnosis. Another betrayal. She'd gifted the world the means of curing the previously incurable only to discover too late that she had a rare and terminal condition.

      Om mani padme hum.

      She stumbled again, but when she was hauled to her feet this time, she could see that they'd reached the bottom of the mountain where a road snaked its way towards the bridge that separated Nepal from China.

      Om mani—

      "Silence!" hissed the man gripping her arm. A Chinese accent. What did they want with her? This was no random kidnapping, so he was either part of a bandit group that was going to hold her to ransom, or this was official business on behalf of the Chinese government.

      Three guards stood on the bridge. With military precision, they unhooked their rifles and pointed them at Annabel and her captors.

      "Declare yourself," the middle guard called. Annabel pushed back the terror and focused her mind—her Mandarin was good, but she had to concentrate.

      One of her captors stepped forward, hands held high. She watched as the man approached the end of the bridge. He was dressed like a cross between a ninja and an SAS commando; all in black, his head covered by a balaclava. From his belt hung what looked like a kukri—the ceremonial weapon of the Gurkhas. Maybe he wasn't Chinese after all.

      She could hear that he was speaking but couldn't make out the words. Whatever he was saying, however, seemed to work as he was invited onto the bridge where the guard took the papers he offered and checked them carefully. He flicked to the final page and suddenly looked up, glanced at Annabel, then turned to his colleagues. She could see him talking to them in hushed but urgent tones before all three retreated to the far end of the bridge and the lead kidnapper followed them across.

      Annabel stepped onto the bridge and tried desperately not to look down. Her fear of heights added another dimension of terror as she kept her gaze on the solid ground at the other end.

      The guard averted his eyes as she stepped onto Chinese soil—it was almost as if he wanted to be able to claim that he'd never seen her. But that was the way in China; it was better not to know. Or so her mother had told her.

      They left the guards behind to resume their watching of the border and climbed the steep road to find a military vehicle—a Chinese version of the Humvee—waiting at the top. A half dozen soldiers stood beside it, weapons drawn, and as they approached, the rear door opened, and a figure climbed out.

      He was wearing a long black coat that covered a dark suit. A black fedora sat on his head and small circular spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose.

      "Ah, Doctor Lee," he called. "Sergeant Gurung, there is no further need for our guest to be restrained."

      The bandit leader turned and drew his kukri. Without looking at her, he cut her bonds so she was able to pull the gag down and draw a lungful of dry evening air. "What the hell is going on?"

      "I am sorry that subterfuge was necessary, but our mission is of the utmost importance and we could not be sure you would come willingly. Here, please come inside, you must be very cold."

      The man in black gestured to the open back doors of the military vehicle. She was beginning to shiver, but, despite its many disadvantages, the approach of menopause did at least mean she had an internal furnace she could rely on. Her BonesWare could, of course, adjust for it, but her BonesWare had been surgically, and secretly, removed. You don't keep a traitor in your midst once he's been revealed, after all.

      Still, she was glad to be out of the wind, even though it felt as though she'd climbed into a prison cell—all black and gray metal, with hard seats and bars separating her from the military personnel clambering into the front.

      "I am called Fang Fen, under-minister in the Department of Science," the little man said as he sat on the opposite bench. The floor vibrated as the engine was started up and the vehicle lurched away. "Again, I must apologize for the uncivilized way in which you were brought here. I trust that Gurung and his men were gentle."

      Annabel grunted. "Yes, they bound and gagged me as gently as possible, I'm sure. What am I doing here?"

      "Ah, the famously direct Annabel Lee," Fang said. "Your reputation for intolerance is legendary."

      Annabel didn't respond immediately. The terror was still there, and she could feel her heart banging against her ribs, but she could also sense the rage building inside her. Good. She'd found that anger made a good cloak to smother fear. Focus on the red mist, she thought as she discarded everything outside this little moving cell and the scarlet dot that was growing in her mind.

      "So, what am I doing here?"

      The little man in black gave a nervous shrug, took off his hat and fiddled with it. "I am afraid I cannot give you much information. I can only say that it is a matter of global importance. My government wishes to make you an offer that I think you will find intriguing."

      "You could have simply invited me," she snapped.

      "There could be no risk of the authorities knowing that you were here," he said.

      "Then abducting me from a monastery on the Chinese border probably wasn't the smartest idea!"

      Fen gave a little smile. "They might suspect, but they would not know for certain that you are in China. These mountains, after all, are haunted by rebels and bandits. We are circulating a fake ransom demand to throw any more determined investigators off the scent. And you will only be with us for a few days at most.

      "What we have to offer is, in short, the fulfillment of your lifelong dream to eliminate disease. Millions of lives will be saved. Surely that is of interest to you?"

      Her face darkened, and she noticed with satisfaction that he shrank away from her as she spoke. "You mistake me, Mr. Fang, because I couldn't care less if every man, woman and child on this miserable planet dropped dead tonight."

      "But your life's work?" he stammered.

      "And how was I rewarded? After all the sacrifices I made to build a system to diagnose and cure diseases. I've lost friends, family and any semblance of normality in pursuit of my noble dream. And yet I am dying, Mr. Fang. Physician heal thyself? Pah!" she spat onto the floor. "Do what you like with me, I no longer give a damn."

      

      She awoke the next day in a comfortable bedroom wondering, for an instant, whether the previous night's adventure had been a dream. But she was in no monastery. The walls were made of whitewashed concrete and there was no window to the outside, just a massive photo frame showing animated views of rural China.

      As she came around, she pieced together the events of the previous night. She'd fallen asleep in the back of the truck, awaking when the soporific rumble changed to the gentler vibration of a well-made road. The dark outside was punctuated by spotlights pointed at a tall gate in a razor-wire fence. So she was being taken to a military base. She'd been too exhausted to care as they led her along the corridors to the room she would sleep in. Her conversation with Fen had only succeeded in opening the door onto her black soul. A door she'd been trying desperately to secure during her month with the monks. They, at least, had recognized the darkness that dwelt inside her and they'd almost succeeded in teaching her the techniques needed to keep it at bay. And then last night had happened and she was back at square one.

      There was a gentle tap on the door. She was about to answer it when it opened. So, courtesy was skin-deep around here. Good to know.

      A young woman came in, head bowed and bearing a tray.

      "I bring you breakfast, honored guest," she said as she moved smoothly to the bed before laying the tray across Annabel's lap.

      "Thank you," Annabel responded. "What is your name?"

      The girl flushed and looked to the floor. "That is unimportant, honored guest." She backed away and left the room as quickly as she could manage.

      Annabel devoured the pancakes quickly. She'd wanted to ask the girl how they'd known she was awake, but if she wouldn't even give her name, she was unlikely to offer other, more difficult, answers. It seemed certain that her room was being monitored, perhaps using audio sensors but, just as likely, via video feed. But she needed a shower and was prepared to gamble that the famously prudish Chinese would not place a camera in there, so she stripped in the bathroom and soaked the sleep away.

      She found her own clothes lying on the bed when she returned. Not the tatty, sweat-infused jeans and linen shirt she'd been abducted in, but the spare clothes she'd brought with her to the monastery. Whoever the traitor was, he or she had been thorough.

      She'd barely pulled on a pair of chinos when, after another soft tap, the door opened to reveal a woman wearing a lab coat over military dress.

      "I am sorry to disturb you," she said. "My name is Xun Ju, lead scientist in the Humanometrics Laboratory of the People's Science Department."

      "Surely, this is a military base?"

      The woman nodded. She was of late middle age with a petite figure and graying hair that was cut short. "It was the nearest facility to the border and we wished you not to have to travel further than was necessary, so we came to you."

      "I'm honored."

      "You should be," Xun responded, missing the sarcasm in Lee's reply. "Some of our country's foremost scientists and planners are here to meet you. Now, please will you follow me?"

      Annabel took a final swig of the weak but refreshing tea and followed the woman out of the room into a sparse corridor. She got the impression she had been given a guest suite and wondered, for a moment, whether the great and the good who'd come to meet her were being housed in such luxury.

      

      It was an oval room with a circular table around which sat a dozen or so men and women. Two wore full military uniforms, their peaked caps placed in front of them, but most of the others wore business dress, with one or two sporting lab coats, as if they'd just that moment been conducting experiments. She knew a carefully curated impression when she saw it—she'd been guilty of similar artifice more than once.

      Xun gestured to a seat at the far end opposite the door, and sat herself in the vacant chair next to it.

      One of the officers stood up and cleared his throat. "On behalf of the People's Republic of China, I welcome you to this classified meeting," he said with an air of pomposity that would have been amusing in other circumstances. "We regret that our identities must remain cloaked, but you may refer to us by these numbers."

      In front of each of them was a card with a number on it beginning, predictably enough, at 1 in front of the officer, round to 12. Though Lee had to focus to keep up with their spoken Mandarin, the numbers were easy enough to recognize and it was certainly a simple system.

      "I would like to invite Scientist Wu to speak," he said, gesturing at the white coated figure sitting behind the number of that name.

      "Thank you, General … Yi," the woman said, glancing at the Chinese numeral in front of the officer before standing up and turning to Annabel. "Doctor Lee, welcome to your ancestral home. I'm afraid I must begin by saying that this meeting is a secret one and that if you were to reveal anything of it to an unauthorized person, you and your family and friends would be in peril of their lives."

      Annabel stared silently at Wu. The stupid woman didn't realize that she had no family she cared about, and her friends were few and disposable. But let her think her threats hit their target. She nodded. "Understood."

      Wu was a tall woman in, Lee estimated, her mid-forties. She had a pleasant face marred by a birthmark on her neck that spread under her ear. Annabel found herself wondering why she'd never had it removed.

      "Thank you. We are great admirers of your work in health and technology and have taken pride in your achievements."

      She couldn't help herself. "Pride?"

      The woman smiled. "You are a Lee, one of us."

      "I'm half English."

      "Which makes your achievements all the more admirable."

      There was a ripple of laughter around the table.

      "But we are here to discuss matters of extreme importance. You will know that we have reverse-engineered your BonesWare technology so that the Chinese people can enjoy its benefits without being slaves to the medical insurance industry of the United States."

      Annabel felt the anger build again. "Presumably, they're now slaves to the government, or are you going to try to persuade me that you don't harvest their data?"

      "Oh, we monitor it, certainly. And we've been doing the same for the BonesWare devices in all major nations."

      "You've what?"

      Again, Wu smiled. "Yes. It took some years to crack the encryption, but anything that is transmitted can be intercepted and, eventually, decoded."

      "And what has this got to do with me?"

      General Yi got up. "I have read your biography, Doctor, and in it you state that your driving passion is to bring healthcare to all, regardless of their means or where they live. Now I ask you: have you succeeded in this?"

      "To an extent."

      "Is it not true that the pharmaceutical companies have taken over effective control? And it is they who decide which diseases your miracle invention will detect and treat? Profitable diseases, we might say."

      Annabel ground her teeth. It seemed they knew everything. She nodded curtly.

      "And is it not also true that your device failed to detect the condition from which you now suffer?"

      "How did you know that?"

      The general smiled serenely. "We have our sources. The Lee Corporation is no longer controlled by one person, as you well know."

      She slumped in her chair. "Get to the point, will you? What do you want from me?"

      The general sat down and steepled his fingers. "We have told you that we can read the data from the BonesWare devices. We have the same aim as you, we wish to ensure that everyone has access to the full benefits, but to do that we must … upgrade the firmware."

      "You want to hijack BonesWare? No chance—that system is locked down solid for exactly that reason. It would strike fear into the heart of government if they knew the Chinese controlled Bones—you could blackmail the entire country. One flick of a switch and everyone with an implant would have a heart attack."

      Now the general's smile had become crocodilian. "But we would not do that, Doctor. What would be the point? We would, however, use our leverage to influence the US government so that the benefits of BonesWare are enjoyed more equitably."

      Annabel's mind whirled as she tried to get to grips with the enormity of this plan. It amounted to holding a gun to the head of Washington D.C. and every other government around the world. It would be the beginning of the Chinese Hegemony.

      "We believe that you can open up access for our engineers," the general said, as Lee sat silently absorbing the implications. "We would prefer to have your willing cooperation."

      The implied threat hung in the air. Even though it didn't cause Lee any discomfort, it was best to have them think it did. She didn't want to appear to have turned from savior to monster, after all.

      "You will return to New York and will appoint our nominee to a new project team you will form. You will work with him to open the trapdoor and, once we have prepared it, you will insert the payload and a wonderful new world of opportunity for all will emerge."

      Welcome to Planet China.
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      53 days after the Long Night

      Paulie rubbed her shoulder as she sat up and then swung her legs over the side of the bed. She wondered whether the mattresses in police cells were deliberately designed to deny the prisoner sleep and make them more pliable. A conspiracy theory? Maybe, but she decided she hadn't been nearly paranoid enough lately. Perhaps it was time to start.

      It had been only yesterday when she'd returned to Arbroath having been reunited with her daughter. The military threat, it seemed, had been averted, but the way that had been achieved had left her suspicious of the town savior, “Pastor Smith”—an identity she knew to be fake.

      The deepest and most painful wound, however, had been inflicted by her own deputies. These were people she'd have trusted with her life and yet, when it came down to it, they had sided with the false priest. Even Jon Graf, her mentor and the best friend she thought she had.

      The bars rattled to the rhythmic snoring of the man in the next cell. No, she hadn't been abandoned by them all. Marvin Tucker, the deputy she'd had the most doubts about, had proven to be truer than any of them. He made an extra loud snorting sound and then she could hear him rolling back and forth before finally giving up on any more sleep.

      "These darned cots don't get no more comfortable," he grumbled.

      "Morning, Marvin," Paulie replied. "Sleep well?"

      She heard the slap of his feet on the floor. "I did not, Sheriff. Now, if you'll pardon me, I'm gonna be makin' a little noise."

      Paulie tried not to listen to Tucker as he relieved himself but was forced to stuff her fingers in her ears to block the sound until she was sure he must have finished.

      "Having second thoughts about sticking up for me last night?" she said when she heard him settle back onto the bed.

      "Second, third and fourth," Tucker said. "But it was still the right thing to do, though I don't really understand why you got so het up about the pastor after he saw off that rabble."

      Paulie lay back on her bed and tried to make out the tiled white ceiling in the growing morning light. "You deserve to know, Marvin, but I still can't tell you. We'll see what happens today. Maybe he'll come visit us."

      

      In fact, her first visitor was Jon Graf. He brought a steaming bowl of oatmeal and a face full of shame. Paulie didn't say a word as she took the bowl and laid it to one side.

      "You should eat," Graf said softly. "No sense starving yourself."

      Paulie considered ignoring him but couldn't hold the words back. "How could you? You of all people? The one man I thought I could trust!"

      "Charmin'" Marvin said from the other cell.

      "Oh, give it a rest," Paulie snapped. "Turned out I was wrong about you both."

      Graf pulled up a stool which he placed some feet from her before sitting down.

      "Where's my daughter?" Paulie asked.

      "She's safe in my quarters," he responded. "Her and the dog."

      Paulie felt her stomach tightening as she yearned to see and hold Luna again. "How did she react to her mother being hauled away like a common criminal?"

      Graf looked down at the floor. "She was mighty upset. I don't reckon she slept more than a couple of hours last night. Neither did I."

      "Guilty conscience?" Paulie hissed. "Anyway, who's looking after her now?"

      "Nicky."

      "Nicky who?"

      Graf shrugged and resumed his examination of the floor. "Friedman. She and I, we've, well we've …"

      "Seriously?" Paulie said, swinging round as a wolf whistle emerged from Tucker's cell. "She's half your age!"

      "Go get 'em, tiger," Marvin called, laughing.

      The haunted look in Graf's eyes as he looked up at her was almost enough to make her relent. "We make each other happy. Who knows what the future holds?"

      "So, you were siding with her as much as Smith, is that it?"

      Again, the shrug. "Maybe. But the town needs stability, Paulie."

      "The town's got the mayor."

      "Folk won't follow her, not like they follow Smith. And if we'd tried to take him away in front of a crowd who'd just seen him send those militia thugs away, we'd have been torn to shreds."

      Paulie settled back down again as she forced her breathing to slow. This was not a time for a hot head. "What sort of a police force shies away from doing what's right just because it isn't popular with the people?"

      "The kind that stays alive," Graf said. "Look, I understand why you're mad, and I don't expect you to forgive me …"

      "Good!"

      "…but you should still eat your oatmeal before it gets cold. I'll bring Luna to see you later. I reckon the pastor will be paying you a visit before long."

      "I can't wait."

      

      It was midday by the time the keys rattled in the metal locks. Sunlight flooded in through the windows of the office next door and Paulie got to her feet to see who was coming. It was Scott Lee in his guise of Pastor Smith, accompanied by Hodges and Fessel. The two deputies opened Tucker's cell and she could hear them telling him he was free to go, on probation, but that he had to hand in his badge.

      Tucker had protested, saying that he would only go when the sheriff was released, but Paulie ordered him to leave, because she needed someone she could trust on the outside.

      Lee watched and listened from outside her cell. He waited for Fessel to escort Tucker out and then nodded to Hodges, who followed the deputy, leaving Lee and Paulie alone. He turned the key in the lock and swung the door wide open.

      "I'm really sorry about this," he said, abandoning his mid-western accent for clipped British tones. "You are, of course, free to go."

      "Go where?"

      He shrugged, as if surprised by the question. "Anywhere you want. You're welcome to stay in Arbroath."

      "Very generous of you," Paulie said.

      Lee sat down on the metal stool and rubbed his eyes. "As I said, I'm sorry it worked out like this. You deserve to be welcomed back as a hero and to enjoy a little peace."

      "Problem is, I saw you talking to the militia leader. I saw him greet you as if you were a long lost friend. And then, moments later, he's signaling the retreat and leaving two heavy machine guns for you to pick up."

      Lee glanced around, as if making sure that there was no one else there, before leaning forward and lowering his voice. "I told you, Melua had been appointed head of security at the Lee building in Seattle. I met him several times, though Annabel tended to cast everyone around her into shadow. I've changed a fair bit over the past months," he said as he rubbed his stubbly brown beard, "but he recognized me when I showed him my Lee Corp ID."

      "Are you insane? I thought your 'death' was a secret?"

      He sighed. "I told him I'm on a covert mission, which is true enough, and swore him to keep it to himself. But it was a risk I had to take. If I hadn't done it, Arbroath would be a smoking ruin now and its people carted off to Seattle. We saw what becomes of them, after all."

      Paulie saw images of prisoners being herded out of the back of the truck, and of the scavengers sent to clear houses of the dead.

      "But I can't afford for the people here to know my true identity. They believe I am a man of God, and so they unite around me."

      "It's not just about religion," Paulie said, the anger in her voice dissipating. "It's because they see you're a leader."

      Lee gave a little chuckle and shook his head. "Me? I don't think so."

      "Oh, you're not a rabble rouser. You're no Winston Churchill. You're the eye at the center of the storm. Someone they can anchor themselves to. Good grief, I've been an idiot. I could have ruined everything. And to think, I've lain here cursing you all for disloyalty when it was me who was the true threat."

      Lee dragged the stool closer. "Don't beat yourself up. After all, you're right to be suspicious. I've already admitted to adopting a false identity and, to be brutally honest, Arbroath isn't my main concern. I have a much bigger mission."

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed and faced him. "What mission?"

      "To prevent the second wave: the loss of all that remains."

      

      Paulie pulled the Cherokee out onto the interstate, wiping the tears from her eyes as she went. She patted her chest pocket yet again, feeling the familiar contours of the little box that was the cause of her departure.

      After visiting her in the cell, Scott Lee had released Paulie and taken her to the office at the back of the church. He'd unlocked the little safe that had, in happier times, been used to house the collection cash and smaller precious items belonging to the church. He took out the Bible and put it down on the desk.

      "Open it."

      Inside was the sort of secret compartment Paulie only thought existed in movies, so she hadn't been surprised when Lee told her that's exactly where he'd gotten his inspiration from. A three dimensional rectangle had been cut out of the holy book and, nestling within the cavity this created, was what looked like an ID card encased in shiny black plastic.

      On one side was a smiling Scott Lee, looking ten years younger and twenty pounds heavier. Slick hair, designer Van Dyke and a recently acquired tan, all in contrast to the road weary, bearded scruff he'd become. Somehow, however, this only seemed to enhance his gravitas. Where this change would have made the average man look like a vagrant, in Scott Lee, it transformed him into Bear Grylls.

      "Now, I'm going to show you something, but once you've seen it, you'll be in too deep to back away. Do you understand?"

      She'd looked up at him, a half smile on her face. He had been deadly serious. "I suspect I'm past that point already."

      "Turn it over."

      To begin with, the underneath looked like nothing more than smooth black plastic but, on closer inspection, she'd noticed a pattern of wires embedded beneath the surface.

      "What is it?"

      Lee had fetched a bottle of sacramental wine and poured each of them a glass. He told her about the second wave and that the only chance of stopping it was being carried by a stranger on the open road. The ID was the key that unlocked the device—the two had to be brought together, and soon. Lee couldn't go yet because the town had made it obvious he had to stay.

      So, she was the one heading east. She'd spent a few hours with Luna, made up somewhat with Jon Graf and had entrusted her daughter to his protection. She'd also had a quiet word with Marvin Tucker who'd agreed to keep an eye on Luna and to act as a second protector if he thought she was in danger. Her only condition on agreeing to the mission had been that he be reinstated as a deputy.

      Why had she done it? Couldn't she just have waited at Arbroath and enjoyed some peace with the daughter she'd only just rescued? She could, but she also believed Scott Lee. It was in her power to do something to protect Luna and everyone else, and she couldn't put that to one side and simply wait for the end to come.

      She fought to keep her vision from fogging as she headed towards a meeting with a stranger.
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        * * *

      

      Hands dug into Khaled's arms as he was hoisted from the bunk and raised to his feet. Chen stood there, a self-satisfied look on her face. "Come with me—there is something you need to see."

      Khaled stumbled as he was half-led, half-dragged along the slick corridors and into the elevator before emerging in one of the auxiliary control rooms near the top of the building.

      The hands dumped him into a chair in front of a desk. At a word from Chen, the monitor on the wall blinked into life, showing a view of a city street from ground level.

      "I do not know why you continue to resist us, Abdul. Are you that much of a fool that you believe you can stop the second wave? Perhaps you believe there is yet time. There is not. Watch."

      The image on the monitor began to move vertically.

      "This is simply an aerial camera. Its purpose is to monitor the performance of the prototype."

      "Prototype?"

      She jabbed a finger at the screen as the view tilted downwards, and he spotted a glossy black disc lying on the sidewalk. It seemed blurry until he realized it had props on each of four corners.

      Chen activated the microphone attached to her earpiece. "Release them."

      "What are you doing?"

      "Watch."

      The black drone got larger as it lifted off and, quite suddenly, veered along the street. As the camera swung round, Khaled saw figures moving, running away, the black drone in pursuit.

      "Our Enforcer, you see, is very nearly ready. This one is limited, but effective."

      The camera dipped until it was following the black drone as it zipped along the deserted street. Now he recognized where they were, this was on the other side of the river, near Broadway.

      A half dozen people were running, but the drone was almost upon the nearest. A tiny jet of exhaust gases was the only sign that it had fired until the fugitive fell to the ground in a pool of blood. The drone flew over the body and zeroed in on a man who'd stumbled and fallen. He put up his hands reflexively, but in an instant, his torso was vaporized in a hailstorm of shot.

      Again, the view shifted. The drone picked off two more and then closed in on the remaining pair—a man and a woman running, dodging in and out of the stationary cars. They darted sideways, heading for the smashed window of a department store. The drone shuddered twice, and Khaled watched with grim fascination as something thudded into the backs of the two runners.

      "Murderer!" he shouted, turning to Chen. "Why did you have to kill them all?"

      Chen looked at him impassively. "The weapon must be tested in battle conditions so it is ready for deployment. But you are not entirely correct, my friend."

      He glanced back at the monitor as the drone hovered over the bodies of the final two. The woman began to move. She lifted her face from the ground and got onto her knees before turning to look at the camera. Moments later, the man began showing signs of life. Khaled looked closer. There was an entry wound beneath his left shoulder-blade, exactly where the BonesWare implant was inserted.

      Chen began speaking and Khaled realized that her voice was being transmitted to the two survivors, who looked up from their knees in terror and pain at the drone hovering above them. "You have been upgraded and are now the property of the Lee Corporation. Obey orders and you will be rewarded. Defy us and you will die."

      She pressed down on the control surface in her hand and both collapsed, their hands wrapped around their hearts. After a few seconds, she tapped again, and they went still, their chests rising and falling rapidly. "You have had a taste of the control the Lee Corporation now enjoys. Welcome to the army of the upgraded."

      She cut off the video feed and turned to Khaled. "There, you have seen that our enforcer is no longer a matter of theory, but a real thing. They will soon be in production and then we will trigger the second wave."
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      Solly leaned forward in the driver's seat and squinted into the night, trying desperately to make out where the edge of the road was. Half an hour ago he'd been looking for somewhere to lay over for the night, but then the snow that had been threatening for the past several hours arrived with a vengeance.

      He, Ross, and their new recruit Walter Hammond—who insisted on being called Wally—had made good progress since leaving his gas station and driving west. They'd covered around half the distance to Arbroath in five days, avoiding major towns and cities and only running into trouble once or twice. Ross had become an expert in spotting the tell-tale signs of an approaching roadblock early enough for Solly to get them off the road. They'd come under fire once, when they crossed the Missouri River at Bismarck. Bandits who'd been hiding under the bridge had leaped out and fired pistol and shotgun rounds at the pickup, shattering the passenger window and puncturing one of the diesel jerry cans. Solly and Ross had taped some polythene across the passenger door while Wally had cleaned up the fuel mess, though the pickup had stunk since then. Luckily, the only injury had been a shallow graze to Ross' arm.

      They'd seen signs of civic activity along the way and it became common for the roads to suddenly clear as they got near a town, but the dead still inhabited the vast spaces between the settlements. Usually they remained frozen within their metal coffins, but now and again bloated figures would be seen by the side of the road, and some of them had clearly died more recently. Even with their species on its knees, people seemed preoccupied with killing their fellow humans.

      It grew colder as they headed northwest and, in any case, there wasn't enough room for all three of them to sleep in the pickup, so they'd been forced to risk breaking into homes and motels to find shelter at night. Mostly, their only company had been the former occupants, but twice they'd disturbed living people and, on one of those occasions, had spent the night with them.

      The travelers were moving east and, like the man he'd met at the hotel near Minneapolis, were answering the summons from D.C. They reported rumors of landings on the west coast, though to Solly they sounded like campfire tales since nothing definite had been confirmed. It was enough, however, to make his unease at continuing to move west grow. The sooner he was on the road east and south the better.

      They'd been making good progress on 89 and were looking out for a farmhouse on the other side of Livingstone, MT, when the snowstorm hit. The main road became impassable a few miles on as a huge drift of snow had accumulated between the cars and Solly had been forced to turn south, hoping that the pickup would have the grip and weight to push its way through until they found shelter.

      Suddenly, the back wheels started spinning and the truck slid sideways towards whatever lay under the edge of the road. Solly cried out, stabbed his foot down on the brake then up again as he realized he was making things worse. The left side of the vehicle dropped and Solly gave it some gas in the hope of propelling up the slight slope, but all that achieved was for the truck's wheels to spin and send it further down.

      "What do we do?" Ross said. "Stay in the truck?"

      "Maybe, but we'd have to leave the engine running all night and we're already light on fuel," Solly said. "I'm going to get out and take a look."

      He pushed open the driver's door, heaving against gravity as it tried to close on him, got one foot out and then slid the rest of his body through the narrow gap. Sure enough, the truck had slid down a slight incline and had turned 180 degrees. There was no way to get it out until the snow stopped.

      Solly clambered back onto the road and scanned in both directions. The light was nearly gone and the air full of wet, driving snow, but he could see the unmistakable outline of a roof set against the deep black of the mountains.

      He pulled the car door open again and looked inside. "There's a building up ahead; I'll go check it out and come back for you."

      "Like heck you will," Wally said from the back seat. "That'd mean coverin' the distance three times instead of just the once. I say we stick together."

      "But I can't tell how far it is—it could be half a mile, or it could be three times that."

      Wally zipped his coat up and pulled his woolly hat down around his ears. "Then we'd best be gettin' on with it. The sooner we're inside, the sooner we can light a fire. My bones are chillin' and we haven't gone anywhere yet."

      "What do we take with us?" Ross asked as he fastened his coat. "Packs?"

      Solly nodded. "Yeah, but just one each. I'll take Alison."

      He pulled the cylinder from the glove box and tucked it inside his jacket before sealing himself in again. "Are we ready?"

      

      Solly would have been the first to admit he was a southern softie. Brought up in Texas, even the occasional snowfall in New York had come as a shock. Visiting cold places on vacation was one thing, having to live in them quite another. But the numbing cold that was seeping into his limbs as the light began to fail was beyond anything he could have imagined. They shuffled along like Emperor Penguins in a nature documentary, navigating more by hint and gut than by line of sight.

      They covered the first half quickly enough, though all three were chilled to the bone. Suddenly, Wally gave a cry and Solly sensed him falling. Ross, who'd been behind the old man, had stuck out his hands, but had been taken down too. Solly could see them as nothing more than dark shapes moving against the slight iridescence of the snow.

      "Are you okay?" Ross was saying. He'd gotten onto his knees and was leaning over the old man who was groaning in pain.

      "My ankle," he moaned. "Twisted it, I reckon."

      Solly cursed, put down his pack, and helped Ross to get Hammond to his feet. It was immediately obvious that he wouldn't be able to walk unaided.

      "I'm sorry, boys," Hammond said. "I'm just a stupid old man who doesn't look where he's going."

      "It could have happened to any of us," Solly responded. "We'll have to leave our packs here and come back for them once you're inside."

      "No, I can manage! Just find me something to use as a stick, will you?"

      Solly and Ross grabbed his upper arms and began moving slowly forward again. "We've got no time, we have to get under cover."

      

      His face felt like a solid block of ice and he was convinced they'd become disorientated and headed in the wrong direction when he saw the outline of a roof to their left. "Thank God," he said as he pointed it out to Ross.

      They were practically carrying Hammond now. The old man seemed drowsy and incapable of putting one foot in front of the other. Solly's arms ached and he could barely feel his feet now as they trudged towards the hope of somewhere to rest.

      The light had totally gone before Ross walked into a closed front gate with a yell.

      "Don't tell me you've sprained something too!" Solly snapped.

      "I'm fine," Ross responded, opening the gate, his breath hissing through his teeth as he fought the pain.

      "We've got to move fast," Solly said. "Wally needs warmth."

      Ross picked up the pace. "He's not the only one; I've got no feeling in my hands."

      They walked up the long drive, the snow accumulating against the house making every step harder than the last. Solly only knew they'd reached the front door because the darkness there was complete, and he left Wally hanging on to Ross while he used his arms to shovel the snow aside.

      He felt for the door handle, but it didn't turn in his hand.

      "Can you shoot out the lock?" Ross called.

      "I can't see to shoot anything," Solly said. He moved along the wall until he found a window and, with a huge swing of his boots, he smashed it before clearing the debris.

      It was utterly black inside and he recoiled from the unmistakable odor of decay that violated the fresh snow-filled air. But it was now a case of put up with the stink or die, so he stepped inside, his boots crunching on broken glass, and pulled the flashlight from his pocket. They were inside a living area that had been built around a brick and stone fireplace that lay dark and dead, but promising warmth. And it was so good to be out of the freezing wind.

      Solly opened the front door and helped Ross inside.

      "It stinks!" the boy said.

      "But it's not so cold," Solly responded. "Here, help me get him onto the couch and I'll see if I can get the fire started."

      The hearth was full of the ash from the night the previous occupants had died, so Solly swept it away and stacked some logs into a pyramid shape before reaching for the firelighters.

      "You want to use some kindling on the bottom," croaked a voice from behind him.

      "You're awake then," Solly said without turning around. "Now we've done all the hard work."

      Ross, who'd been holding the flashlight, made his way over to Hammond. "He's shivering, Sol."

      "Pile on some more throws," Solly said, gesturing behind him. So far, it looked as though they'd struck lucky here—these folks had been prepared for snowfall and their uninvited guests would be reaping the benefits. "Will you head upstairs and find the bodies? They're probably in the bedroom—shut the door so we can breathe. No, leave the flashlight here."

      "How am I supposed to find which room they're in?" Ross said, sounding every bit the teenager he was.

      "Follow your nose."

      

      By the time Ross returned, the living room was filled with dancing amber light. Solly was using a painting he'd taken from the wall to block up the window he'd smashed.

      "They were in the master bedroom," Ross said quietly. "And one of the smaller rooms. I think … I think it might have been a baby's room."

      Solly sighed, turned, and put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "Sorry, son. But the smell's lessened already and I reckon we can stand it now. Come on, let's see what supplies they had in the kitchen."

      Five minutes of searching yielded a few cans of vegetable soup which Solly poured into a saucepan and held over the fire for a few seconds before his hand burned. "From one extreme to the other," he said, before nestling the saucepan to the side of the hearth to warm up gently.

      "I'm going to get our packs," he said.

      "Now?"

      Solly shook his head. "No, but when the sun comes up—I don't want anyone else stumbling on them. Doesn't look as though these folks have been disturbed since the Long Night, but if someone finds three packs in the snow, they're going to figure out where we went pretty quickly. You stay here and watch over Wally."

      

      It was still dark when Solly awoke, but he sensed that dawn wasn't far off. He felt warm and comfortable, and even the smell from upstairs had largely dissipated. Either that or he'd gotten used to it. The last thing he wanted to do right now was go out into the cold again, but it had to be done.

      He'd made up a bed on the couch opposite the one Hammond was snoring on, while Ross slept in a padded armchair covered in the blankets that littered the living area. With a sigh, he emerged from his nest and walked over to the remnants of the fire which he stoked back to life, dropping on a couple of logs to keep the place warm for his return.

      Solly looked out of the window into the deep gray pre-dawn. The snow had stopped, thank heavens, and he felt his spirits lighten a little. He put his boots on, wrapped himself up in his coat, and pulled his fur-lined hat down before opening the door and, as quickly as possible, shutting it again.

      A few inches of snow had been left on the outside of the door, but there was no sign of any footprints approaching the house. He headed for the gate and pushed it open. The air was still and almost silent, the only sound the chatter of birds in the bushes to either side.

      There was only one route they could have taken, and it looked as though they'd been pretty lucky as they'd clearly walked along a straight and flat drive to reach the house. He turned back when he was halfway along and saw that their shelter was a two story cabin that looked, to him, like a holiday retreat rather than part of a working farm. He planned to rest up for the day and assess Wally's condition, though he hoped to be able to free the pickup from the ditch before it got dark. He'd feel a whole lot more comfortable with a means of escape parked on the drive.

      There they were! The packs had been left under a tree and the top half of the pile stood out, black against the snow. He turned his head quickly, sensing movement in his peripheral vision. It might have been a bird, but he didn't think so, too low down.

      Solly picked up his pace, pausing a few feet away when he saw that one of the packs had been ripped open and its contents scattered. Foil ration packs had been ripped open and, around it all, paw prints. He drew his handgun and scanned the bushes. Nothing was moving.

      Solly stepped forward and lifted the two unbroken packs by their handles, swinging one onto his back and holding the other in his free hand. The third pack, the one belonging to Ross, would have to stay here as he needed to keep his gun hand free.

      He went to head off and found his way back blocked. A large black dog padded into view and stood, growling at him. The dog was flanked on one side by a German Shepherd and on the other by what looked for all the world like a wolf. Shapes detached themselves from the early morning shadows and took up positions around him.

      These were no longer the beloved pets of the people who'd lived here; they were entirely feral and Solly saw unmistakable hunger in their eyes as saliva dripped onto the snowy path. He pointed the handgun at the lead dog—perhaps if he shot it, the others would scatter. But they didn't give him time. A shape leaped from his right, lunging for Solly's arm. He screamed as its teeth dug in deep and the others were upon him, forcing him to the ground.

      Solly kicked furiously at the black dog and was able, finally, to shake off the one that had grabbed his arm. He swung the weapon around to point at it, but he couldn't close his fingers on the trigger, they felt like they belonged to someone else entirely. So he used the handgun as a club, thrashing away with arms and legs as the dogs tried to move close enough to attack.

      The big black dog finally evaded his kicks and leaped onto him, straddling his chest. Solly cried out as spittle covered his face and the beast's jaws descended.

      There was a sudden crack and the dog fell forward onto Solly, pushing him into the quickly reddening snow. Another crack and the dog to his right had been taken out. And then the animals were running, pursued by shots as they tried to escape.

      Solly grimaced as he felt his arm where the teeth had penetrated. A hand appeared in his line of sight and he looked up. "I thought I told you to stay behind."

      "Just as well I didn't," Ross said, reloading the shotgun with a smile.
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      Bella watched as the dusty sedan slowed to a halt and Al walked forward to talk to the driver. Though she was now used to the routine, she hated to see her father expose himself to such danger. The barrel of a gun poked through the half-open window and Al raised his hands to show he was unarmed.

      "Take it easy," he said, coming to a halt a few yards from the door. "We're friendly. If you want to just drive on, we won't stop you. But if you're interested in a trade then pull over. Keep your weapon if you want."

      Al had changed the layout of the barricade so that there was an obvious escape route. Anyone who wanted to could veer off to the right and accelerate away, so it stood to reason that if they chose to drive up to where he stood, they wanted something. It was a far cry from the set-up Skulls had employed when they'd first met him here—the first she'd known was the banging of the tires as they were shredded by his trap.

      They'd returned to the little community at the intersection for want of any other plan after rescuing Maddie. She was kept out of sight along with Luke, who'd revealed himself to be the son of the President of the TLX. Bella, Al and Skulls had agreed that their best plan was to lie low for a few days as the roads were likely being watched, but they still hadn't decided what to do to keep Maddie safe. Staying here in the long-term wasn't an option as the TLX would be spreading this way soon enough, but they couldn't agree on where it would be best to go. So, they stayed here for now.

      The door opened and a woman got out, still pointing the gun at Al's chest. "I got nothing to trade," she said, "but my baby needs milk. Do you have any formula?"

      Al called across to Bella. "This here's my daughter, Bella, she'll see to you."

      Bella's chest tightened as the gun swung towards her when she came into view. She understood the suspicion but was acutely aware that this woman was on the edge of a breakdown and didn't want to be in the line of fire when it happened.

      "What's your name?" Bella asked.

      The woman seemed to have to think about it for a moment, as if struggling to recall. "Alex," she said as she lowered the weapon nervously.

      "I'm not going to hurt you," Bella responded. "I know it's tough to trust people these days, but we're not in the business of hijacking cars. We've got enough of our own." She smiled and gestured at the car dealership behind her with its rows of vehicles displaying their now irrelevant sale prices.

      "Look, I'll get you some formula if you don't want to come with me, then you can be on your way."

      "No," Alex said, her shoulder's sagging. She went around to the other side of the car and lifted out a young child. As she woke the baby, she began to grumble and then the tears began to flow. "She needs milk. I found some cow's milk, but it didn't agree with her. She's getting so thin."

      Bella looked at the child. She looked to be around six months old with pale skin and short blonde curls, in sharp contrast to Alex's Mediterranean complexion and tied-back black hair. "Where did you find her?"

      For a moment, Alex's face clouded over, as if Bella was questioning her right to the child. But it passed as quickly as it had arrived. "I heard her crying when I was scavenging, two days after it happened. I couldn't leave her."

      "What's her name?"

      Alex shrugged. "I don't know what her birth name is, but I call her Shirley."

      "As in 'Temple'?"

      Smiling, Alex gave a little nod. "Not very original, I know."

      "Let's go get you both some food."

      

      Alex, Bella, Al and Skulls sat at a desk that had been dragged out of one of the offices and set with two others to form the long table they used for eating at. There were a dozen souls in the community here and Al insisted that they all came together for an evening meal. Skulls and his crew were sent out in twos and threes to scavenge food and supplies, which were used to sustain the group and for trade.

      Alex had shrunk away when Skulls had arrived. He was a fearsome looking man, bald headed with a blonde beard and a distinctive skull tattoo on his cheek. He'd softened his appearance a little since Bella had first met him, and he had a disarming way about him that meant Alex relaxed within a few minutes as he fussed over the baby who was now greedily emptying her second bottle.

      "What's it like out there?" Bella said.

      "Grim," Alex said, keeping her eyes on the suckling child. "I come from Houston but wasn't there the night it all happened. When I went back, it was a burning pocket of hell. "

      "The whole city is gone?"

      Alex shook her head. "I don't know. I didn't stay long enough to find out. I guess it can't have all been destroyed, but my home was gone. I guess my partner died that night. I never heard from him. My parents lived just outside the city. They were dead too." She reeled this off in a robotic voice, as if she were reading someone else's testimony.

      "But I found this little one as I was about to leave, and all I've been thinking about since then is keeping her safe. There was this little community called Buck's Horn, to the west of here. We stayed there a while, but it got raided. We thought they'd come to help, but they just took everything we had, and lots of folk went with them."

      Bella stroked the woman's back. "Who were they, do you know?"

      "The new government in these parts. The TLX, they call themselves. They brought military trucks and something like a tank, and we thought they were distributing aid, but they stole our supplies and said anyone who wanted a safe place to sleep that night should get onto the trucks. Most folk did."

      "Well, I guess it depends on what price you want to pay for safety," Bella said. "I've been there, inside their territory, and I don't plan on going back."

      Alex gave a little smile. "I made the right call then, for me and Shirley. We wandered from place to place and ended up here. I ran out of formula days ago and she just throws up cow's milk, so I was going to see if I could scavenge some."

      "You don't need to. Take all you want," Bella said.

      "Thank you. I'm heading east, away from the TLX. I've seen them on the roads south of here, so I reckon it won't be long before you see them too."

      Al exchanged glances with Bella. "Let's see if they're saying anything on the radio," he said before getting up and switching on the black box on the counter.

      "…whereabouts of the kidnappers. The president's son was abducted from his home and his location is currently unknown. The administration is offering a reward of ten thousand dollars and guaranteed citizenship for intelligence leading to the recovery of Lucas Murphy. Anyone found harboring those responsible or who hinder the return of Lucas Murphy will be punished severely."

      

      Bella offered Alex a bed for the night but, after a shower and a change of clothes, she elected to move on and get some miles between her and the TLX before nightfall. Bella watched as she drove up onto the highway and headed east.

      "We can't delay any longer," she said to Al as Alex disappeared among the abandoned cars and they made their way back to the settlement.

      "Well, Bertha's ready when you are," he responded.

      "Bertha? Is that what you're calling the RV?"

      A smile spread across his face. "Sure, why not? She's got to have a name."

      "But why Bertha?"

      "I knew a Bertha once," he said. "Fine figure of a woman. She could crack walnuts between her thighs."

      Bella put her arm around her father. "TMI, Dad, TMI."

      

      They returned to the makeshift canteen to find Skulls sitting down and talking to a big man in faded blue denims. Helm had been the right hand man in Skulls' operation before Al had arrived, and he'd been a sullen presence ever since. Skulls arranged for him and his partner to be out scavenging as much as possible.

      "Ah, you are here," Helm said. Despite having been a US citizen for over twenty years, his German accent was still unmistakable. "Please, sit down."

      "What's going on?" Bella said to Skulls as she took her seat. The big man simply shook his head slowly.

      The door opened and Maddie walked in, looking as pale as a ghost, followed by Luke who had his hands on his head. The lean figure of another of Skulls' gang was leading them in at gunpoint.

      "Come in, come in," Helm said, pulling a handgun from his pocket and waving the newcomers to the table. "Now my friend Buster is here, we have the complete party."

      Skulls went to get up, but Helm pressed the barrel of the gun to his forehead. "Just give me an excuse," he spat. "Oh, how I would love to spray your brains over the wall, but they want you all alive for questioning. If you resist, however, my finger might slip."

      "What have you done, you schmuck?" Al said, pointing a bony finger at Helm.

      "Keep your mouth shut, Jude," Helm said. "You think you are so clever, do you not? Making your little community. Showing how much people can achieve when they work together. Well, you are a fool. It is dog eat dog. Every man for himself."

      Helm turned to Buster, who was hovering by the door, his gun sweeping the room. "Get the radio. Tell them we are ready."

      "Tell who?" Bella asked.

      "Your friends in the TLX. Ten thousand dollars and citizenship— you heard the broadcast. We met them on our last scavenging trip and they were very cooperative."

      "You'll fit right in."

      Buster came back into the room and handed the radio handset to Helm. "I didn't tell you to bring it here, idiot! I said to let them know."

      "I don't like speaking into it," Buster responded in a voice that seemed far too deep and labored for such a small frame.

      Helm rolled his eyes, swapped the gun to his other hand, and pressed the call button. "Raging Bull, Raging Bull, this is Berliner, do you receive?"

      The response came through almost instantly. "This is Raging Bull. Do you have the package? Over."

      "Yes, all secure and ready for collection, over."

      "Acknowledged. We will send a retrieval unit. Estimated arrival time: 1510 hours. Out."

      Bella looked up at the clock on the wall. They would arrive in just over twenty minutes. She glanced at Skulls, who was tensing himself, but Helm was pointing the gun directly at his temple.

      It was Luke who acted first. With the speed of a striking cobra, he leaped backwards out of his chair, sending it flying as he threw himself at Buster. Helm swung the gun round, and as he moved Skulls rose like an avenging angel, grabbing his arm.

      A gunshot rang out, but Bella didn't turn to look as she was on top of Buster, battling to keep his weapon pinned to the floor. Luke had been thrown off, his mouth bleeding, and Maddie helped him to his feet as, another crack and the room filled with the smell of burning sulfur. Luke kicked the gun out of Buster's hands, picked it up, and stood over him. Al was pointing Helm's gun at the German's head, as blood spread over the carpet.

      "Skulls, are you alright?" Bella said, kneeling beside the big man. He was gripping his leg and grimacing.

      "I'll survive," he responded through gritted teeth. He rolled onto his front and, with Bella's help, got up and staggered over to where Buster lay, looking up at the barrel of the gun in Luke's hand. He spat at the man, added a few choice curses, and took the Ruger from Luke.

      "Don't kill him in cold blood," Bella said as Skulls aimed.

      "Oh, I don't mean to, not just yet," Skulls responded. "This piece of filth is going to patch me up …"

      "I can do that…"

      Skulls turned quickly to her. "No, you must go. There is no time."

      "What are you going to do?"

      "Buster and I are going to lead them away, give you a chance to escape."

      The man on the floor shook his head.

      "Unless he wants me to shoot him now," Skulls added.

      "I can't let you do that," Bella said. "If they catch you, they'll string you up."

      He smiled at her. "They won't catch me. But you must go now. I will meet you if I can. Your father knows where. Now, go!"

      Skulls pushed her away and she followed Al out of the door. The old man nodded to Skulls and Luke shook his hand before going. The last to leave was Maddie. Skulls flushed as she kissed him on the cheek.

      

      Bertha started up on the first attempt. There was no time for a pre-flight check; they all piled inside, and Al immediately pulled out of the parking lot and headed east, following the highway but not taking it just yet. Through the rear camera, Bella could see Skulls running across the lot, pushing Buster ahead of him.

      She strained to see any sign of their pursuers and prayed Skulls would get away, though she knew he would leave it as late as possible so the TLX soldiers were sure to follow him. He was a brave man and she had no idea why he was prepared to take this risk for them. She felt a lump in her throat and hoped to see him again.

      With a lurch, the RV swerved to avoid an abandoned car. Two men appeared from behind it, guns raised, though they didn't shoot.

      "Darn it," Al said. "They'll tell their buddies which direction we've gone in. Time to take a detour."

      He took the first turning he came to.

      "Isn't this going south?"

      "Yep—that's the way I want them to think we've gone. We'll get back on our right road as soon as we can. I just hope, by the time they pick up the trail, it'll have gone cold."

      Bella looked back at Maddie and Luke, who were huddled in each other’s arms on the bench seat behind them, and prayed that Skulls could lead the enemy away for long enough for them to make a clean escape. How far would the TLX pursue the president's son? They weren't going to give up, that was for sure. But the US was a big place and the further they went, the better the chance they had.
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      Solly's arm stung like hell, but he was at least now starting to warm up. He lay on the couch opposite Wally's as Ross finished wrapping the wound.

      "There," he said. "It probably needs stitches, but …"

      "It's alright. Thanks. But you shouldn't have come after me."

      Ross shrugged as he got to his feet. "If I hadn't, you'd be dog food."

      "True. Good shooting, by the way," Solly said as he watched the boy walk into the kitchen.

      "I'm going to go back to the car and get the rest of our stuff," Ross said. "Can't just leave it all out there waiting to be stolen. And, anyway, I want the stove—we're not going anywhere today, and I want something to warm these cans up on."

      Solly hauled himself up on his elbows, wincing. "Are you insane? I've just been attacked by feral dogs …"

      "—a couple of them were wolves, I reckon …"

      "—and wolves. When we go out again, we do it in a group."

      Ross shrugged. "I'm going to wait until noon, and I'll take care. Quit worrying—I've got this."

      "Absolutely not. You can't do this on your own. That's final!"

      Ross stormed back into the living room. "Get lost! You're always telling me what I can't do! Even though I just saved your butt."

      Solly's mouth opened and closed as he found he had no response to this outburst. Ross had never behaved like this before; he'd always seemed to be an even tempered boy. And then Solly cast his mind back to when he'd first met Ross. He'd wondered when the dam would burst. "Look, I don't want you to put yourself in harm's way for the sake of a few bits of camping gear."

      "It's our stuff. It's all we've got and I'm not leaving it for someone to steal."

      "I'll come with you, then."

      Ross shook his head. "No. You've lost a lot of blood."

      "Ross, don't go."

      The boy got up and headed towards the kitchen. "You don't get to tell me what to do, you're not my dad," he said in a calm voice that cut Solly to the bone. Ross opened the far door and went into the conservatory. It was cold, but it had one big advantage—Solly wasn't there.

      

      Solly watched from an upstairs window as Ross trudged off along the snow-filled lane. It had taken every ounce of his remaining strength to clear the master bedroom of its two former occupants. He'd only managed by repeatedly running back outside to inhale fresh air. He wrapped the bed blankets around the two bodies that, even in the cool Montana climate, were barely recognizable as those of once living beings. Then he rolled them up and, grimacing with disgust, lifted each into the bathroom before shutting the inner door and opening all the windows. The mattress was violated by deep black stains and the room would need a deep clean if it was ever to be habitable again, but for now it was bearable.

      Solly lifted the hunting rifle and used the sight to keep an eye on Ross. He had to admire the boy. It had been Ross who'd found the rifles in a cabinet in the back room and Solly knew that without that stroke of luck he'd be dead now. He felt so protective of Ross and wanted desperately to go with him, but he also recognized that this was something Ross needed to do alone. The incapacitation of the two adults had given the boy an opportunity to be a man. Solly only hoped he survived his initiation.

      Ross went out of sight just past the point where the dogs had attacked. Even from here, Solly could see the red stain in the snow and the dark marks he knew to be the bodies of the animals. The snow had now stopped falling completely and there was a fresh brightness to the air that would, under normal circumstances, have been delightful. But these weren't normal circumstances, not remotely, and so he stood, rubbing his hands and stamping as he waited for Ross to reappear.

      

      He was within an instant of running out into the snow after Ross when his head finally appeared around the bend. The boy looked unharmed and was carrying one of the packs from the back of the pickup, so he'd obviously found the truck.

      There was no sign of the dogs, so Solly put the rifle down and watched Ross make his way towards the house. Then he noticed—Ross wasn't carrying his gun.

      A figure appeared around the corner, walking twenty yards or so behind Ross and holding his rifle. Ross stopped without turning around—responding, presumably, to a called command—and waited for the figure to catch up with him.

      They walked together now, far too close for Solly to risk a shot even if he'd wanted to. He knew nothing about this person except that he or she had Ross as a hostage.

      Solly ran downstairs and woke Wally up. "We've got trouble," he said, before explaining what he'd seen. "Can you move?"

      "I reckon."

      Solly was going to suggest the old man find somewhere to hide in the hope he could surprise Ross' captor, but he couldn't think of a hiding place that wouldn't mean Wally freezing to death. No, they'd have to play it straight.

      He heard Ross calling from outside.

      "What's going on?" Solly responded.

      "She wants to come in," Ross said in a defeated voice. "She says she wants to talk to us."

      "Then get her to drop her weapon," Solly said.

      "I don't think so," a female voice called. "Stand back from the door and make no aggressive moves."

      The door opened, and Ross stepped inside. His face was pale and drawn, his expression one of mute apology as he stood on the threshold before moving to one side.

      A figure in a dark brown coat and fur rimmed hat followed him cautiously inside. "Hands where I can see them," she said, her words seeming to come from within the folds of her coat. She was so deeply wrapped Solly couldn't make out her face, though he instinctively knew she was relatively young and quite obviously trained in firearms.

      Solly, Ross and Wally moved to stand beside the hearth as the woman shut the door, keeping them covered constantly, and stood opposite them.

      "You have a device that I am interested in. It is shaped like a cylinder. Where is it?"

      This was the last thing Solly had expected to hear. He'd assumed she was an opportunistic bandit, but now it seemed she was a Lee Corporation operative.

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Solly said, wondering how they could possibly have been traced here.

      "Don't lie to me. I know it's here, and your boy as much as admitted it."

      "I did not!" Ross said, indignantly. "She had a gun to my head and I said she should ask you about it."

      The woman pulled back her hood to expose a pretty Latino face framed by deep brown hair. "I knew from your reaction when I mentioned the device—if you didn't have it, you would have been confused by the question. All I saw was surprise and shock. Now, tell me where it is."

      "Who wants to know?" Solly asked.

      "That is none of your concern. I'm holding the gun, after all. No more pretense. You have the device, bring it out before I lose patience."

      "What happens then?"

      The woman shrugged. "I start shooting."

      Solly shook his head. His instincts had been wrong many times, but this time he was certain. If she was truly from the Lee Corporation, at least one of them would be dead by now. "No, I don't think you will."

      "You think because I'm a woman I won't shoot? I've done it before!"

      "I believe you've killed before," Solly said, his conviction growing, "but not in cold blood. I don't see it in you. Frankly, your best chance of getting what you want is to be honest with us."

      He stepped forward, hand outstretched.

      "My name's Solly Masters," he said. "Good grief, is that a sheriff's badge?"

      Her coat had swung open a little to reveal a flash of gold.

      She sighed, lowered her weapon and said. "My name is Paulina Ramos. I'm sheriff of Arbroath."

      

      For the second time that day, Solly had found himself unable to speak. Arbroath had been their destination; was this woman the person they were expected to hand the device over to? Or was she a fake?

      She'd put her gun down, so that, at least, was progress, and they were sitting on the couch as Ross boiled a camping kettle in the kitchen.

      Solly could tell that this woman, Paulie, knew much less about the true nature of the device than he did. She claimed that she'd been sent by its owner to reunite it with the key she carried. At this, she pulled out a credit card-sized photo ID and showed him the reverse. "This fits into the device somehow. Makes it fully functional and more able to protect itself. I honestly don't know, Solly. I was told to find you, activate the device, and return with it to Arbroath."

      "Seems to me you've been kept in the dark as much as we have," Solly said. "Who is this person you're giving it to?"

      Paulie shifted uncomfortably on the couch. "He calls himself Pastor Smith. He came into the town when we were rebuilding, and he's helped us. People follow him."

      "What do you mean ‘he calls himself Pastor Smith’? Is he a fake? He wouldn't be the first we've come across."

      Again, Paulie seemed reluctant to answer. In the end, she sighed and handed over the photo ID card.

      Solly flipped it over to see a handsome, smiling face. "What the … You've got Scott Lee's ID? Where did you get it from?"

      "From Scott Lee."

      "But he's dead. I saw it on TV. He died just before people started dropping."

      Paulie shook her head. "I know. He faked his own death because he knew he was expected to die. His wife had arranged it."

      "What? Annabel Lee killed him?"

      "Annabel Lee killed everyone," Paulie said. "Scott isn't certain she intended to, but he knows she meant to take him with her."

      Ross called from the kitchen where he'd been standing open-mouthed at the news. "Like a pharaoh. Killing their followers to serve them in the afterlife. It's insane."

      "Not as crazy as murdering billions of people," Solly said. "I just can't believe she'd intended to do that."

      Wally cleared his throat. "I know I'm just a stupid, out of touch old man, but can someone tell me who in the name of Moses is Annie-belle Lee?"

      

      They'd spent long enough talking for Solly to be convinced that Paulie was genuine—at least to the extent that she believed what she'd been told. Whether any of them could trust Scott Lee was another question entirely, but Solly’s entire mission had been to go to Arbroath and it could hardly be a coincidence that this was where Lee had ended up. Khaled and Neil had intended for the device to be given to him, and Solly only had his trust that their plans were for the good of humanity to go on. But then, that had been true from the beginning.

      As for Paulie, he might have been acting like a naive fool, but everything about her checked out. Had she been working for the Lee Corporation, she'd have called in a 'copter as soon as she'd established where they were. No, if this woman wasn't genuine, then he'd never trust his instincts again.

      Or was it just that he wanted her to take the device off his hands? After all, that was what she was asking for, and if he gave it to her, he'd be able to immediately head back east and south. The farmhouse was calling and so was Texas.

      He pulled the cylinder out and laid it on its side.

      "Lee told me it would be in a protective shield," Ramos said, looking at him doubtfully.

      "It was opened up by a scientist at Lackland Air Force base. He created this thin sheath to block out its radio signal, but somehow she knew you were coming. She warned us."

      "She?"

      "This cylinder contains an AI called Alison. I, um, accidentally activated it."

      "You what? Scott told me it would be sealed. He gave me instructions on how to open it and he said I absolutely shouldn't wake it up. That was for him to do."

      Solly shrugged. "Well, I'm afraid it's too late for that now." He touched the activation switch. "Alison, meet Paulie."

      The cyan eye swept across the display. I cannot see very well.

      "Sorry, I've had to leave the sheath on. We're not underground."

      Paulie, who was gaping at the cylinder with its roving blue pixelated eye, leaned forward to look at it more closely. "Good grief, I had no idea."

      Hello Paulie.

      "H-hello Alison."

      Do you have the key?

      "Yes, yes I do."

      Good. What is it?

      "She's like an empty box," Solly said to Paulie. "She has intelligence but very little knowledge. She asks questions every time we wake her up."

      Paulie got the ID card out and, as she brought it close to the cylinder, a red and blue pulsing light formed a rectangular shape on its end. "I guess I put it there," she said.

      Instantly, the lights began flickering rapidly and Alison's display went dark.

      "It looks as though it's transferring data," Solly said.

      After a few seconds, the flashing lights slowed to a gentle pulse before going out entirely.

      The cyan eye reappeared in the display.

      I am ready to go now, Paulie. I must be taken to my creator.

      Solly sighed. It almost felt like a graduation ceremony, as if he was watching his child make the transition to adulthood before forging their own path, leaving their family behind. He was also mightily relieved. The die had been cast and he, Ross, and Wally could go their own way again. After a few moments of reflective sadness, he got up and gestured to the others.

      "Come on, let's get packing. I'll see Paulie back to her car and bring the truck, so we can set off in the morning."

      Paulie lifted the cylinder from the table. "How do you deactivate it?"

      "You tell her to go to sleep."

      "Alison, go to sleep."

      I'm sorry, Paulie, but I can't do that. Only Father can send me to sleep. He reads to me.

      "But we're going to see your creator. He'll tell you a story," Paulie said, plainly uncomfortable with having a conversation like this with a machine.

      I'm sorry, Paulie. I can't go anywhere without my Father. He must stay with me always.
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      Bella opened the door of the RV to let in the cool morning air, stepped down onto the asphalt, and drew in a deep breath. Even in January, Huntsville State Park was majestic. Their campsite was surrounded by tall trees bare of leaves and in the distance she could see the lake shimmering as the sun rose behind her. Bella was an urbanite through and through. Solly had tentatively suggested, once or twice, that they should experience nature, but one of the few things they shared in common was a love of the little luxuries of life. She realized, however, as she gazed out on the forest, that she'd missed out on something truly special. And all it had taken was an apocalypse for her to learn this lesson.

      But they couldn't stay here for long. Al and Skulls had agreed that this would be their rendezvous point if they got separated, but they were still too close to TLX controlled territory for comfort, so if Skulls didn't turn up today, they'd have to go on without him. Where to, though?

      "Morning, Mom," Maddie said, yawning as she stood on the top step. "Beautiful here, isn't it?"

      Bella glanced at her daughter. Maddie had a beauty that was somehow enhanced by having bed hair and a “just woken up” look. Bella, on the other hand, felt she was the sort of person who cleaned up nicely but, in between, was the definition of nondescript.

      "The air's definitely a bit fresher out here," she said. "Sharing a small RV with two men is not the most fragrant experience."

      Maddie came down to stand beside her mother and gaze out on the tree scape. "Pops was snoring all night. It was bad enough for me, but I don't suppose Luke slept a wink." Bella and Maddie had taken the over-cab double bed, while Luke had been consigned to the upper bunk, directly above Al. "Are we going to wait a while longer for Skulls?"

      Bella shook her head sadly. "We have to be away from here by mid-afternoon at the latest, so we can find somewhere safe to layover."

      "Where are we going to go?"

      "That's the 64,000 dollar question. Go and wake up your grandfather and Luke—we need to decide."

      

      Al flipped the last of the bacon between two sides of a bread roll and handed it to Luke. Both meat and bread had been found in one of Skulls' scavenging raids—the bacon, though way beyond its consumption date, had smelled fine and the part-baked bread, warmed through in the RV's little oven, was too good a combination to miss out on.

      Bella swallowed the last mouthful of her roll and wiped her face. She'd often flirted with vegetarianism, but it was bacon that proved to be her Achilles’ heel each time. She'd also been obsessive about only eating food that was within its date, but that had gone completely out of the window after the apocalypse. These days, smell and taste were her diagnostic tools.

      "Seems to me we have two main choices," Al said as he sipped on his coffee at the little camping table. "We either go back to the beach house where we stand at least a chance of hiding out, or we head away north. But then do we go to the east coast or the west?"

      "I'd like to go back to Crystal Beach. It was nice there. You'd like it, Luke," Maddie said.

      Luke returned her smile. "I'm sure I would, but is it safe there?"

      "I guess that depends on how determined your father is to find you," Al said.

      Luke's face dropped. "He'll never stop."

      "He loves you," Bella said. "If my kids were abducted, nothing would stop me from going after them." She flinched at these words a little. She had, after all, abandoned her son to the care of the TLX military with only Nathan to watch over him.

      "It's not love," Luke responded. "Well, I guess he does love me in his own way, but I've barely seen anything of him. He was in the military until last year—Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, places like that. No, it's his pride that'll keep him going. The official story will be that I was abducted, but he knows I wasn't happy with what he was doing or what he had planned for me. Though, to be honest, I almost went along with it when I met Maddie."

      He glanced at Maddie and the two exchanged a smile that banished any lingering questions Bella had about how they felt about each other. Another complication.

      "So, you don't think he'll give up?"

      Luke shook his head.

      "Then we have to get away—Crystal Beach is too close to TLX territory. He's bound to look there eventually."

      "The question is, where do we head?"

      "Now, what do we have here?" A drawling voice said.

      Bella spun round, almost falling out of her chair, to see two men who'd emerged from behind the RV and were now standing, their shotguns locked and loaded.

      "Stay still, cowboy," the first man said, swinging his weapon towards Luke as the boy went to get up. He was a well-built man wearing black denim pants and leather boots. He touched his wide brimmed hat in mocking salute. "Howdy folks. We was just camped over on the other side of the lake and guess what we smelled? I said to Tux, here, 'Is that bacon, I can smell?' and sure enough, here we are."

      The other man, a short, scruffy African-American with a baseball cap on his bald head, smiled and nodded. "I didn't believe it. Ain't had bacon in years. They don't serve it in Walls. I said to Clint, 'We must be dreamin'.' But we weren't."

      "Now, where is it?" the first man, Clint, said.

      Al shrugged. "We ate it all, fellas. Now, why don't you put the guns down and I'll see what I can fix for you?"

      "I don't think so, old man. I reckon we'll take a look for ourselves. We just about run out of provisions and it looks as though you'll be savin' us a trip into town."

      Bella watched as the first man climbed the steps. Tux watched them, listening to the sounds of rummaging from inside. "Nice!" Clint could be heard calling. His head appeared in the doorway. "Know what? I reckon this is a nicer outfit than ours, and it ain't had no dead in it neither. Only question is, what do we do with these kind folks?"

      Al tensed as Tux, who'd moved around to the door as Clint was speaking, came within arm's reach. Bella watched as he and Luke exchanged meaningful glances. Then, with a speed she could hardly have imagined him capable of, he reached up and grabbed Tux's weapon. At the same moment, Luke leaped at Clint, who was now on the bottom step, pushing him sideways. "Run!" Al called, and Bella grabbed Maddie's arm and flew blindly into the undergrowth.

      A shot rang out and she almost turned, but that would take her daughter back into danger, so she ran into the trees, cursing the fact that winter had stripped the forest of most of its cover.

      "Come back here!" It was Clint's voice behind them.

      Splinters exploded out of the trunk of a tree, and Bella slapped her hand to her face only to bring it away bloody.

      "Mom! Are you alright?"

      Bella stumbled, and then pulled on Maddie's hand. "Come on, we have to get away."

      "I'm comin' for you!" The crooning words echoed through the forest as Bella and Maddie ran on, the only other sounds being the squelching of their feet on rotting leaves.

      "Oh no!" Maddie cried, pointing ahead.

      A hundred yards ahead, a creek cut across their path. Bella darted to the left, not waiting until they'd reached the bank, then looked behind to check whether they'd left any tracks. They had, so she stepped back and rustled the leaves, hoping that their hunter wouldn't spot the disturbance.

      They cut diagonally across, aiming for the creek now so that they'd have something to navigate by. Suddenly, they burst into a clearing and almost fell over a tent that was half buried by fallen leaves. In the distance, Bella could hear Clint stomping through the forest - he'd guessed right and was on their trail.

      She ran around to the front of the tent and recoiled, almost stepping back into the creek in her horror. A body lay half in, half out of the tent's opening. It looked as though something had dragged it that far before feasting on it. The upper torso was almost entirely missing, the head nothing more than a hunk of blackened bone on the end of the exposed spine. The lower part had been ripped and what remained had decomposed, so that what had once been a living human being now looked like a pickled prune in tatters. And it stank. A sickly, rich miasma that brought bile into Bella's throat. But it was also the only chance they had.

      "Get in!" she hissed, reaching down to widen the opening a little.

      "I'm not going in there!" Maddie said, biting back the vomit.

      Bella responded by climbing in herself and pulling on Maddie's arm. After resisting for a moment, she appeared inside the tent and moved to the furthest point from the feet of the dead man, holding her nose. Bella pulled the zip down as gently as possible, sealing them in.

      As she moved back, she accidentally knocked one of the corpse's legs and it slid sideways to reveal a wriggling, noisome mass of maggots. She put her hand over her mouth and barely choked back the rising nausea as she sat alongside her trembling daughter.

      Some of the leaf covering had fallen away, so a dim blue light illuminated the inside of the tent and its grisly montage. They sat together, straining for any sign of Clint.

      There it was. A tramp, tramp of boots on the forest floor. They ceased as Clint emerged into the clearing, then started again as he approached the tent.

      "Goddam!" he called out. "There must be some well-fed gators in these parts."

      Bella and Maddie held their breath. Clint's shadow fell on the tent and they could see his head looking back and forth as if he was deciding which direction they'd gone in. After seconds that seemed like hours, the shadow moved, and they heard his footsteps stamping around the tent towards the trail that led along the bank of the creek. Silence again.

      Then, without warning, a knife ripped through the fabric and sliced down. "Gotcha!" Clint cried in triumph.

      Like a striking snake, Bella grabbed Clint's arm, wrenched it sideways and sunk her teeth in. With a scream, the weight shifted, and the arm was pulled away. Bella sprang through the rent in the fabric and landed on Clint as he lay on the ground holding his bleeding arm.

      Hurling curses at her, he twisted to where his shotgun lay in the grass and brought it around like a club, slamming into Bella's side before he pointed it at her.

      "Take this, bitc—"

      "Mom!"

      Maddie burst through the tear behind Bella, and, in one desperate movement, plunged Clint's knife into his leg. The shotgun jerked upwards and, with a bang that reverberated through the forest, the shot went wide. The gun jumped out of his hands and onto the forest floor.

      Clint rolled over and over, trying to get away from the women, and gripped his leg to stem the flow of blood. It was no good. By sheer chance, Maddie had cut into his femoral artery. Even if they'd wanted to, there was little chance of saving him.

      "Go! Wait for me where we left the path," Bella said as she stooped to pick up the discarded gun.

      Maddie shook her head, looking down at the stricken man. "I killed him!"

      "Go, I said! Do as you're told, for once!" Bella yelled, pushing her daughter away.

      Finally, Maddie stumbled off along the path and Bella turned to Clint, whose skin was now deathly pale.

      "Ain't ya gonna do nothin' to help me?" he whispered.

      Bella pumped a shell into the chamber, as Al had shown her, and pointed the gun down at him. "No," she said as he put his hands up to cover his face. "You're going to die, and I'm sorry that has to happen. There are few of us left, but the world will be a better place without you in it. But I don't want my daughter thinking she's a murderer."

      Bella squeezed the trigger, stepping back as the recoil took her by surprise. The shot had excavated a small crater next to Clint's head, and he looked up at her, tears in his eyes.

      "Trouble is, neither am I," Bella said. "Look out for the gators."

      She left him there and ran to join Maddie.

      They headed back along the track, keeping low once they'd gotten close to where the RV was parked.

      "Thank God," Bella whispered. Luke and Al were on the ground beside the RV, hands tied behind their backs. Luke's face was covered in bruises and Al had a bloody streak running down his face, but they were moving, wriggling against their bonds. "At least they're alive."

      The figure of Tux appeared in the doorway. He walked down the steps, looked at his two prisoners, then scanned the forest. Tux, it seemed, was reluctant to take any action without Clint's say so.

      "Can you hit him from this distance?" Maddie said as they hid behind a fallen tree.

      "Are you kidding me?" Bella said. "It must be a hundred yards. I can’t risk it."

      Maddie gestured at the RV. "You might not have a choice."

      Tux had stopped scanning the forest and was turning his attention on his prisoners. He swung his boot and Al cried out. As the thug moved beyond her father, Bella saw the blood spread and Al's head dropped as if he'd been kicked unconscious.

      "I'll have to try," she said. "You stay hidden—if I miss, it'll turn into a firefight."

      She leaned the shotgun on the trunk and looked along the barrel. She probably only had a couple of rounds left, and her hand shook as she took aim. Breathing deeply, she tried to relax herself. Tux had given Luke a kick for good measure and was coming back out from the canopy to look for his buddy. It was now or never.

      Bella held her breath. She had to do it. This man was going to kill her father. But to do it in cold blood? She'd shot someone before, back at the gas station on the first night, but then it had been to protect her children from imminent danger. What was different this time? Nothing. She had to do it.

      She put her finger on the trigger.

      A report ripped through the trees and Tux fell sideways in a shower of blood.

      "You did it, Mom!" Maddie said, her voice a mixture of horror and relief.

      Bella looked up. "No, I didn't," she said. "He did."

      Maddie followed her pointing arm. "Skulls!"

      "And he's hurt," Bella said.
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      It was like arguing with a particularly stubborn teenager. Solly kept his eyes on Paulie's tail lights but his mind was on Alison. Today was the second day of their journey to Arbroath and Solly was beginning to wonder if he truly would be able to get back to his own personal priorities once they'd arrived there.

      The previous night had been spent in the basement of a large house where he'd felt confident he could remove Alison from her protective sheath and talk openly. It was easy, so easy, to forget that she was anything other than a real person. To him, it felt more like the long arguments he'd had with Maddie as she grew up. Jake had been a little more easygoing, or perhaps Solly found him simpler to understand because he'd once been a teenage boy himself. Dealing with a girl had been tough enough. Dealing with an artificial intelligence with the personality and maturity of an adolescent female was proving entirely beyond him. Something had definitely changed when Paulie had inserted the key. Some sort of upgrade that had the effect of maturing Alison from young child to adolescent while, at the same time, inserting terabytes of data into her—almost as if she'd had, in milliseconds, ten years of education. She was the same basic “personality” when he talked to her, but her depth of knowledge and understanding had increased so that there was very little she needed to ask him anymore.

      But she would not let him leave her. That was what they kept coming back to. She couldn't physically stop him, of course, and the sort of threats a teenager might use—which, in Maddie's case revolved around leaving home and going to live with people who understood her—cut no ice. Solly wanted nothing more than to get rid of the burden and then head back east. He felt the pull of the farmhouse and especially Janice. Beyond that, he knew that he needed to go south and find out, once and for all, what had happened to his family. Images of the home they'd shared flashed into his mind. He wondered if Bella, Jake, and Maddie were still there, waiting for him to find and bury them.

      He shook his head and focused on the road ahead.

      "You okay, Sol?" Ross said. He was sitting in the front while Wally snoozed on the back seat.

      "Yeah. I'm just not sure how this is all going to work out."

      "Is it Alison?"

      Solly glanced across at the boy. "Yep. She says I can't leave her. I'm her father, apparently."

      "But she's only a computer. I mean, you wouldn't worry about leaving an Alexa behind, would you?"

      "Despite what Amazon might have you believe," Solly said. "Alexa won't save the world. Alison might."

      Ross shrugged. "I still don't see how. She's just a talking tube."

      "She? Not it?"

      "Well, yeah…" Ross said, his voice trailing off.

      "Exactly. Spend five minutes talking to Alison and you forget she's not flesh and blood. That's a hard connection to break. And as for how she's going to prevent this supposed second wave, I haven't got a clue. But she is next generation tech, Ross, so she's going to be capable of things we can't imagine. I worked with AI during my app development days, did I tell you?"

      Ross smiled. "Once or twice."

      "Well, that stuff was stone-age tech compared to Alison. Whoever created her was a bona fide genius."

      "Doesn't sound as though you want to leave her behind. I reckon you've gotten attached, Sol."

      Solly glanced again at the boy and saw the slight smile. "Very funny. Yes, I would find it difficult to let her go, but I need to get back to the farmhouse."

      "I miss that place," Ross said, wistfully.

      "But if by leaving her behind I compromise her in some way, so she doesn't work properly or refuses to work, then maybe I've condemned everyone, including our family."

      "Maybe we'll meet the dude who created her when we get to Arbroath? Maybe he'll take over."

      Solly nodded. "That's what I'm hoping. We need to go home, son."

      

      He was half asleep when Paulie slammed her brakes on, flooding the gloom with bright red light. Cursing, he watched her get out and look along the road.

      "What is it?" he said, joining her.

      "Smoke," she responded, pointing ahead. "Good grief, I think it's coming from Arbroath."

      Solly could see a thick, black column rising into the air ahead of them. It was late in the day, but there was no mistaking it against the darkening sky.

      "We need to move," Paulie said. "If you can't keep up, follow the signs and meet me there. I can't wait for you."

      With that, she jumped back in her car and was pulling away before Solly made it back into his seat.

      "What's goin' on?" Wally said, wide awake now, his rifle resting on his lap.

      Wally and Ross lurched back as Solly jabbed his foot on the gas and tried to keep up with Paulie. He didn't want to get separated having finally found someone to share the responsibility of Alison with and he felt that whatever they might encounter in Arbroath, he'd rather do it with Paulie by his side.

      It took ten minutes to reach the approach road to the town and there was now no doubt where the smoke was coming from. Paulie had parked up and turned to watch as Solly and the others joined her.

      "I've been away for less than a week. What have they done?"

      "We'd better go and find out," Solly said, checking his weapon before slipping it back into his inner pocket. "Why not drive in?"

      Paulie shook her head. "Because I don't know who's in charge. It might have been a hit and run, but it might just as well have been a takeover. We've been threatened a couple of times. And Solly, my daughter's in there."

      "Let's go," Solly said, and the four of them marched along the approach road to the rear barricade.

      

      They were within a few hundred yards of the entrance, about where the militia vehicles had parked that day she'd watched them from above, when a voice called from one side.

      "Sheriff!"

      All four of them went for their weapons. The light had almost entirely gone now and they didn't dare use flashlights so close to the town, so they were reduced to squinting into the darkness, pointing their guns vaguely in the direction the sound had come from.

      "Who is it?"

      "Nicky. Nicky Friedman."

      Paulie turned to the others. "It's okay, she's a deputy."

      A shape emerged from the gloom by the side of the road.

      "Thank God you're here, Sheriff," Friedman said, before collapsing into Paulie's arms. "It happened yesterday. I've been hiding out here. I just didn't know what to do. He's dead, Paulie. Jon. He held them off while a few of us got away."

      "Hold on right there," Paulie said, holding Friedman at arm's length. "Where's Luna?"

      Friedman wiped her eyes and nose before sucking in a pizzicato breath.

      "Nicky! Is she …?"

      "She's alive. We were trying to get people out. Some escaped. Jon stayed behind. Me and Marvin got out. Jon told him to take care of Luna. Told me to wait here for you. Said you'd be coming back this way. Didn't want you to walk into it. I saw them shoot him. Point blank." Now the tears flowed fully.

      Paulie shook Friedman desperately. "Nicky—where is she now? Where is she?"

      Friedman shook her head. "I don't know. They sent men after us and he took Luna off. The dog was with them.”

      "Dany?" Paulie said. "So, she's with Marvin and Dany?"

      Solly could see Friedman nod.

      "Right, let's get you back to the car and you can tell us the whole story."

      

      The militia had returned. This time, they'd not even waited to talk, but had come in the night and blown the barricade away before flooding inside. Pastor Smith had been grabbed from his bed and dragged away. There had been some resistance from the deputies and others, but it had been short-lived and brutally put down. Fessel and Hodges had died in the firefight, and Graf had led the remnant in a desperate rearguard action, making for the ruined barricade. He'd held the enemy back while Nicky, Tucker, Luna, and a few others had escaped, before being gunned down.

      Nicky had made it out, and she'd seen Tucker scurrying off into the tree line with Luna.

      "The following day, yesterday," Friedman said, "I watched them forcing people into trucks and they drove off along the Seattle road."

      "I've seen where they take them," Paulie responded.

      Solly watched as her expressions reflected the rage and despair fighting within her. Paulie and Nicky were in the front of the Cherokee and Solly sat on the back seat. Ross and Wally were reluctantly keeping a lookout. The dim yellow of the interior light did nothing to hide Friedman's exhausted grief.

      "He was a good man," Nicky said. "He didn't deserve to die."

      Paulie put her hand on Nicky's shoulder and shook her head. "No, he didn't. And yes, he was one of the good guys." She dabbed at a tear running down her cheek, and fought to suppress the guilt she felt.

      "Said I was too young for him. But he was kind and gentle. I just wish we'd had longer."

      They sat in silence for a moment before Paulie finally snapped.

      "Dammit! All that we built destroyed in one night. I guess the militia leader didn't believe what Smith said to him, after all. Something changed his mind. But why destroy everything? What is wrong with people?"

      She straightened up and punched down on the steering wheel. "I'm going to see for myself."

      "Are you mad?" Solly said. "Look, we need to decide what to do with Alison."

      "Who's that?" Friedman asked.

      Paulie's eyes narrowed as she twisted in the driver's seat to look at Solly.

      "It's just a code name for a package Smith sent us to get," Paulie said. "Did he get taken to Seattle? Or is he still in Arbroath?"

      "I don't know."

      "We can't do anything until we know where he is, and I plan to find out. I'm going to get into position tonight, and find a way to sneak in."

      "Seriously?" Solly said, exasperated. "Your town's been taken over by a heavily armed militia and you're going to try to break back in?"

      Paulie gave a curt nod. "Sure. And we have one advantage over them."

      "What's that?"

      "It's our town and we know it better than they do."

      "Who's we?"

      Nicky Friedman turned in her chair, having been staring out into the night. "I'm going too. I know how to get us inside."
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        * * *

      

      "How come I didn't know about this?" Paulie said as she and Nicky slipped through a thick wooden door and into the stockroom.

      "Plausible deniability," Friedman replied, with a hint of a nervous smile. "You're the sheriff, after all."

      "So, this is Wiseman's?"

      "Yeah. The old man died on the Long Night, but I'd been in here before when he'd caught someone thieving. I remembered the door when we were sealing everything up. It's well hidden from outside and only opens if you have the knack. Luckily, he'd shown me. I think he was showing off. If we go up those stairs, we'll be in the main shop."

      Wiseman's had been a hardware store and, since the Long Night, all its stock had been brought upstairs to be used in fixing the town. Work that now lay in ruins. Paulie found herself most angry with Scott Lee, the fake pastor whose arrival had led to this end. She couldn't help but fear that his fate and hers were now intimately connected one way or another.

      Oddly enough, she was a little less concerned about Luna. She'd been incredibly relieved, of course, to learn that her daughter had escaped, and she could think of no one else she'd rather entrust her safety to than Marvin Tucker. Once a thorn in her side, Tucker had proven himself loyal more than once and he was by far the most capable of all her deputies.

      Where would he take Luna? For all Paulie knew, he might be out there right now, looking for her, while she was sneaking around in the town that had once been hers. But he was no fool. He'd go wherever he thought it most likely Paulie would go. And, in the meantime, he'd protect Luna with his life.

      No, for right now, Lee was her concern. He was mixed up in something huge that could have an impact on all the survivors of the Long Night, Luna included.

      It was early morning and the streets of Arbroath were deserted. Smoke was still rising from the ruins of the barricade out of view to her left, but from the window of Wiseman's she could see the main square and the front of the Aldays department store that served as the focus to the community. As she watched, the main entrance door swung open and a trio walked out and stood in front of the store.

      "Petrov!" Paulie hissed as she recognized the familiar squat, swaggering figure. She watched as he talked to the other two, both in military fatigues. "He doesn't look like a prisoner. He's directing them." The soldiers moved off in opposite directions.

      Paulie swore as she watched Petrov go back inside. "I guess we know who's in charge now. What happened to the mayor?"

      "I don't know," Friedman whispered. "Maybe she was taken with the others."

      "They wouldn't have had enough trucks to transport the whole town, so they put Petrov in charge here."

      "What do you think they do with the people they take away?"

      Paulie looked at the young deputy. "They have what amounts to a slave camp. They send people out on work parties to clean up Seattle."

      Another figure emerged from the department store and walked across the marketplace. It was a woman holding a basket and she moved quickly and nervously towards them.

      Paulie crouched down and ran along the shop window until she reached the door. The blind was down so she opened the door a crack and listened as the footsteps got louder. A shadow fell across the crack in the door and she pulled it inward, grabbed the woman, sealing her mouth with a hand.

      The woman fell sideways and struggled as Paulie turned her onto her back. Recognition dawned in the woman's eyes and Paulie took away her hand. "Sheriff! Thank God you're alright! But they're everywhere. You have to get away."

      "Where's the pastor? Are they holding him in the cells?"

      The woman shook her head as she sat up. "No, they took him off with the others in the trucks. I reckon they'll be coming back for the rest of us soon enough."

      Paulie cursed under her breath. So, he was being taken back to Seattle and she'd have to follow him there. She was beginning to hate that man.

      "Sheriff?"

      "Sorry. Yes, they'll bring more trucks. You need to get away before then and hide in the suburbs."

      "Outside the wall?"

      Paulie shrugged. "They didn't amount to a hill of beans in the end, did they?"

      "I'll stay and help," Nicky said. Then, in response to Paulie's surprised look, she continued, "I know the way out, and I can help them a few at a time. At least some will get away."

      "I won't go," the woman said. "There's children. Someone needs to look after them."

      Paulie sighed. She had a duty to help the people of Arbroath, but she was just one person and she also had a duty to her daughter. But it was Scott Lee's fate that weighed most heavily on her shoulders. If he was lost, then chances were so was everyone else. So, her road led to Seattle and the militia camp. She let the woman slip out, hugged Nicky and headed back to her car.
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      Paulie looked out from the window in Seattle, scanning the militia base below. Much had changed in the three weeks since she'd last been in this old storage unit. Scott Lee had been with her that day, standing here rather than, presumably, being held in the camp. Marvin Tucker was lost somewhere between Arbroath and here, looking after Paulie's daughter. Jon Graf was dead. Her throat tightened with fear as she thought of Luna, but she knew how vain it would be to try to find them with no idea where they were heading. As for Jon, well, she'd thought she'd lost him that first night and then he'd walked into town with the others from the outlying houses and farms. Now, he'd gone for good. She bitterly regretted her unjustified rage at his “betrayal” when she'd returned to Arbroath.

      Paulie put the binoculars down and wiped her eyes.

      "You okay?" Solly said.

      She'd been aware he was watching her. All she wanted right now, however, was to be alone. She had to know what had happened to Scott Lee and, if she could manage it, to free him somehow. Her experience of Solly had so far led her to believe that she would be more likely to succeed on her own.

      She gave a curt nod and resumed her scan of the base. When she'd last been here, there had been just a few old military vehicles parked in the yard out front; now there was an entire fleet. She couldn't guess where they'd come from, but, by and large, they were covered general purpose trucks that could be used for moving supplies or people from one place to another. Mixed among them were a couple of APCs and one tank that sat incongruously in the middle.

      The place seemed full of men and women in fatigues rushing back and forth, and it had the feel of being a fully-fledged military base rather than the hideout of a bandit as before. Paulie found herself wondering what had changed in the meantime.

      Again, she dropped the binoculars, and slipped down the wall to sit beside Solly and Ross. The old man they'd brought with them from somewhere out east had elected to stay with Nicky Friedman, helping some of the people of Arbroath to escape before the militia trucks rolled back into town. Last time she'd been here, she'd thought they made a pretty rag tag commando unit, but Tucker, Graf and Lee were crack soldiers compared to these two. The boy had insisted on coming and Solly had only put up brief resistance, as if he knew there was no point in arguing. And, in any case, it wasn't as if there was anywhere safe to leave him.

      "Do we have a plan?" Solly asked.

      Paulie bit back her irritation. "Not yet," she said. "I'm just getting the lay of the land."

      "Well, it looks to me as though that base is locked up pretty tight. I can't see any way in."

      She turned to him. "What was your last job, again? Stater of the obvious? I don't know what I'm going to do at the moment."

      "So, the plan is to hope something turns up?"

      "If you've got a better idea, I'm all ears!" Paulie hissed.
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        * * *

      

      Solly watched the sheriff out of the corner of his eye. She was a ticking time bomb and he didn't want to be part of the collateral damage when she finally went off. It was cold sitting on the concrete floor of the abandoned storage unit, but they didn't dare use even the camping stove for fear of any steam giving away their position.

      He knew she had a poor opinion of him and it was annoying that she didn't give him more credit for traveling clear across the continent to deliver the accursed cylinder. Given that the person they were supposed to be giving it to had disappeared only a day or two before they arrived, he thought he'd responded fairly positively. They were now even farther away from the straight route back to the farmhouse on a mission with no defined purpose other than to see what might happen.

      These thoughts tumbled around in his head as the hours passed. For all his many faults, however, Solly Masters didn't lack self awareness and, in the end, he realized that Paulie's situation was at least as desperate as his. The community she'd helped build had been destroyed, her daughter was out of reach and, like Solly himself, she believed Scott Lee to be the key to preventing a final catastrophe that was being planned by unknown parties.

      He pulled three mugs and a thermos flask out of his pack and unscrewed the lid. The room filled with a tomatoey aroma as he poured warm beans into each mug before offering one to Paulie, who was watching again.

      "Here," he said.

      She shook her head. "I'm not hungry."

      "You have to eat," Solly said. "Whatever happens here, you have to stay strong for Luna."

      Paulie shot him a venom-laced glance as if the mere use of her daughter's name was verboten. And then she sighed, slid down the wall and tipped the beans into her mouth. "Thanks."

      "I warmed them up before we set off this morning," Solly said. "I've also got coffee, if you'd like some."

      "Seriously?"

      For the first time, Paulie's face spread in a grin as Solly took a second flask from his pack, poured a little coffee into her mug, swilled it around to clean the beans out, and filled it. All away from the window. He could feel her attitude toward him thawing by the second.

      "I'm sorry," she said, after taking a long swig. "I know I've been a bit of a bitch."

      Solly shrugged. "No need. We don't exactly make for the best sidekicks."

      "We're sidekicks?" Ross said, suddenly animated again. He'd spent the past hours silently watching the adults between dozes. "So, Paulie's the superhero?"

      "Of the three of us, I reckon she's the only candidate," Solly said. Like a fresh breeze blowing the dark clouds away, he felt a little brighter, and he could see from her more relaxed expression that Paulie was experiencing the same. Suddenly, they were a team, all because of a flask of coffee and a mug of beans.

      Ross glanced out of the window. "Something's going on out there."

      Solly and Paulie followed his pointing finger. A group of people, most of them in fatigues, had gathered in front of an entrance into a long, low building. A large black SUV moved out of the vehicle compound and reversed towards the entrance.

      A figure came out of the building, flanked by two uniformed men. Bound and gagged, his head was covered by a hood and he staggered as his guards bundled him towards the open back door of the car.

      "It's Scott," Paulie said.

      "How can you tell?"

      "I know him well enough. It's him, I'm sure of it. Come on, we have to follow."

      "Where do you think it's going?" Ross asked.

      Paulie pointed as the SUV began to move towards the compound gate and the lettering on its side came into view: Lee Corporation, Seattle.

      "That could mean anything," Solly said. "Just because it's from there doesn't mean it's going back."

      Paulie hefted her pack over her shoulder. "He's Scott Lee, there's a Lee Corp building in Seattle, and that's where the car is from. Everything's pointing that way, and that's where I'm going."

      Solly followed her out of the door and down the metal steps to where their car waited. "Where is the building?" he asked, remembering the squat black box in New York.

      "I don't know," Paulie said, "I'm hoping to follow that car. Come on." She bypassed the car and made to cut between two buildings.

      "We're walking?" Solly said.

      "No," Paulie called over her shoulder. "We're running."

      

      The SUV seemed to be in no hurry as it weaved its way through the streets like a presidential motorcade on the fourth of July and they were able to keep it in sight by following a direct line on foot.

      "Here," Ross said, handing Paulie a glossy tourist map he'd found in a booth beside the road.

      They'd taken a brief stop as even she was flagging now and Solly was almost out for the count.

      "Good idea," Paulie said, scanning the map.

      Solly pointed at a black square. "It's there, among the Amazon and Microsoft buildings. How far is that?"

      Paulie glanced across at the black SUV which was just approaching the end of the next road. The roads were much more congested here and its progress was slower, so it was easier to spot. "Around a mile, I'd guess."

      Solly let out a long breath. "Good grief. I don't know what you expect us to be able to do when we get there, I'm exhausted."

      "Come on Sol, you're twice the man you were when I met you," Ross said, slapping him on the back. "You can do it!"

      Solly smiled at him. "Save your amateur psychology. I know my limits, but I'll get there."

      They followed Paulie as she jogged off after the SUV.

      

      The Lee Corporation building was a five story black box, almost identical to its sibling in New York. It sat near one of Amazon's city outposts on a wide, tree-lined street that had been cleared of vehicles. They'd seen no signs of life on their journey across the city, something that was beginning to worry Solly. He wondered whether the militia had rounded up all the survivors or whether the Lee Corporation had cleared the area. He also wondered what the connection between the two was. Were they in some sort of alliance?

      Paulie, Ross and Solly peered out from behind a low wall opposite the building. The car disappeared into an underground garage and, hugging the walls, they made their way steadily across. There were no guards at the parking garage entrance, so they ran carefully down the ramp and into the darkness.

      They were just in time to see an elevator door close as the SUV pulled away, its red and white lights disappearing and leaving only the light above the elevator to illuminate the darkness. A guard stood beneath the light, a carbine hanging at his chest.

      "We need to get in there," Paulie whispered.

      Solly gave a little sigh. What was the saying? In for a penny, in for a pound? It seemed as though all the insanity of the past weeks had been leading up to this moment of utter stupidity.

      "Look, I hate to rain on your parade, but is it sensible to take Alison into the heart of the beast? This whole fiasco was supposed to be about keeping her out of the reach of the Lees."

      "What would you rather do? Leave it out here somewhere? Perhaps you should stay with it. Is that what you want?"

      If he were brutally honest, Solly would have confessed that the last place he wanted to go was inside that building, but he wasn't about to admit that to her, and so Alison would have to go with them. So, he shook his head. "How do you want to do this?"

      "I'll make my way around the guard. If he spots me, you'll have to shoot him, but if I get past him, then, when you see my sign, make sure he can see you and I'll disable him."

      

      It worked like a charm. The guard lay on the floor, hands and legs tied together with his own bootlaces and a sock stuffed in his mouth. All it had taken was the sensation of a pistol barrel in the back of his head for him to become instantly compliant. They now knew the key-code for the elevator and what floor Scott Lee was being taken to.

      Solly's gut tightened as he entered the elevator and he fought back the urge to jump back out as the doors closed. It was like stepping into the past as they were bathed in electric light and began their upward journey with an almost imperceptible bump.

      He gripped his Glock tightly and stood behind Paulie, who looked ready to spring out like a jack-in-the-box, as they counted the floors to the fifth and top story.

      As the door slid open, Paulie swept the corridor with her weapon, but it was completely empty. They looked at each other, not wanting to believe their good luck.

      "Maybe there's not as many of these Lee Corp goons as we thought," Solly said. "I mean, I've only ever seen a maximum of a dozen or so at a time. Perhaps this building is practically empty—more for show than anything."

      Paulie shrugged. "Could be, although we know that the ones we followed are in here and there were at least five of them."

      She darted out of the elevator and along the corridor, stopping by the first office door. Inch by inch, she raised her head until she was able to peer through the corner of its window. She breathed out. "Nothing. No lights on."

      The next office was the same and Solly became more and more convinced that his theory was correct. The Lee Corporation was a fake—like one of those towns in Spaghetti Westerns that have no sides or rear. And yet it had control of some of the world's most advanced technologies and, after all, how many people did it take to push a doomsday button?

      They reached the end of the corridor where it took a 90 degree turn to the left, into the heart of the building. Paulie peered carefully around it and then put her hand up to stop them, touching her ear. Solly could hear voices.

      "Two guards," Paulie whispered as she leaned against the wall. "We should be able to deal with them if there aren't any others in earshot."

      "And if there are?" Solly hissed.

      "Then we'll have to run for it. Get back to the elevator and try to escape through the garage."

      They all knew that this was no plan at all, it was a suicide note.

      Paulie nodded to Solly and they stepped around the corridor simultaneously with their guns leveled.

      "Put your weapons down!" Paulie called as both guards swung around. "Put them down!"

      Solly was astonished that the guards complied almost instantly. They dropped their carbines to the floor and raised their hands to their heads as Paulie and Solly approached them. As Solly covered her, Paulie handcuffed them using their own cuffs and made them face the wall as she looked through the window in the door.

      "He's in there! And he's on his own!"

      Solly stood to one side so he could watch as she opened the door and ran inside.

      Scott Lee was sitting with his hands cable-tied behind his back. Paulie strode over to him and pulled the gag from his mouth. He looked sadly up at her.

      "It's a trap, Paulie."

      A woman's voice filled the room.

      "My name is Annabel Lee. There is no escape. I believe you have something for me."
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      Four figures with leveled shotguns stepped out from behind a sign saying Welcome to Elizabeth and waved them to a stop.

      Al reached for his weapon, but Bella put a hand on his arm to stop him. It was too little, too late. They would have to see it through.

      "They're cops!" Maddie said.

      Sure enough, beneath their brown greatcoats, Bella could see deep blue uniforms and a flash of gold. One of them lowered his weapon and walked up to the RV as Bella wound down the window. He took off his sunglasses, nodded to her, then looked inside.

      "Ma'am," he said. "You're entering the jurisdiction of Elizabeth. Please state your business."

      Bella tried to force her face to relax before realizing that it probably made her look more suspicious. "We're just passing through on our way north."

      "You're going to D.C.?"

      "That's right."

      "How many of you in the vehicle?"

      Bella did the quick mental count. "Five—two women, three men."

      "I only see two men here."

      "The other's in the back. He's sprained or broken his arm."

      The police officer nodded as if considering this. "Well, we have some doctors here and a small town hospital. Our standing orders are to help anyone who comes by and asks for it, as long as we think they're not a threat to us."

      Bella glanced at Al, who nodded.

      "We'd appreciate some medical attention for our friend," she said.

      The cop waved another towards him as the final two lowered their weapons and resumed their stations monitoring the road. "We'll just take a look in your vehicle and then you can go right on in."

      Reluctantly, Bella agreed. She wasn't comfortable with strangers searching the RV, but if she refused, she doubted they'd let her drive on whether she was heading into town or not. She got down from the cab and watched as the first police officer climbed up. He rummaged in the lockers, though she could also see him glancing at Al and, in particular, Maddie and Luke, who sat on the bench seats at the back of the cab.

      The second officer, a middle-aged woman with a sour expression, opened the side door and looked inside. "Suggs," she called, "you might wanna take a look at this."

      Bella's heart skipped a beat as she followed the officer to the rear door. "Well, wadda we have here?" he said as he climbed aboard.

      Skulls was sitting up in the bunk-bed, his left arm inexpertly bound and his otherwise naked upper body displaying a colorful array of tattoos.

      "His name is Steve," Bella said before Skulls, who'd obviously been woken by the female officer's call, could throw gas on the flame. "He saved us from escaped prisoners. He's a good man."

      Officer Suggs looked at Skulls, then back at Bella, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "I seen a lot of folk like him, miss, and none of them was worth a hill o'beans. What have you got to say for yourself, Steve?" he added.

      Skulls, who had no idea who these people were or why there were searching the van, nevertheless adopted an alien tone of respect. "I used to be a bit of a tool, Officer. Had these done when I was younger. But I'm grown up and I don't mean nobody no harm."

      "Come on, Maggie, we'll let these folks get on."

      Officer Maggie scowled, glancing at Suggs as if he was crazy. She struck Bella as the sort of person who needs to do a daily bad deed in order to feel good about themselves.

      Bella climbed back into the front and Suggs waved them on. "Drive down to the mayor's office and they'll see you right. Have a good day, y'all."

      Thanking him, Bella pulled away.

      "Well, that was odd," she said.

      "Maybe they're not trained. Probably only pulled those uniforms on a few weeks ago. From what I've seen, hardly any cops survived."

      

      Elizabeth was a small town on the Arkansas bank of the Mississippi, just southwest of Memphis. As Bella drove into the urban area, she was astonished at how normal things appeared—it was almost as if the Long Night had never happened. Cars moved along roads that were clear of debris and people walked along the sidewalks looking entirely relaxed. The only giveaway that these weren't normal times was the number of police on the streets and sitting in patrol cars, but then that seemed a sensible precaution to protect this oasis of civilization.

      "Can you believe this place?" Al said. "I never imagined anything like this would survive. They really seem to have gotten their act together."

      Bella pulled into a parking spot outside the mayor's office and she and Al went inside.

      "You are newcomers," the man sitting behind the reception desk said. "Which patrol sent you along?"

      "It was Officer Suggs," Bella said, still struggling to cope with this normality.

      The man nodded. He was lean and black with a wide bald patch on his graying close-cropped head. If he could be summed up in a single adjective, it would be neat. "Yes, that is correct. The officer radioed through. The other members of your party are still inside your vehicle?"

      "Yes. One of us is injured and Officer Suggs said you have a hospital here."

      "We do, though it is small, and priority is given to residents, so your friend may have to wait a while. Please park your vehicle here," he said, pulling out a town plan and drawing a red cross. "It is close to communal washing and bathroom facilities. I'm afraid we do not have any available accommodation in the town center."

      Bella took the map, thanked the man, and went to leave.

      "One moment, please," he said and held up a sheaf of folder papers. "These are the town ordinances. You are required to obey them at all times and I'm afraid the penalties for breaking them are quite severe. These are difficult times and community cohesion is essential."

      Bella felt her stomach tighten a little as visions of the sort of summary justice practiced in the TLX imposed themselves on her inner eye. She forced a smile, thanked him again, and left.

      

      They had no choice. Skulls' injury wouldn't heal properly on its own, not quickly at any rate. They'd planned to push on to D.C. in the hope of finding medical help there, but that would take many days and she knew he was in constant pain. She'd scanned the list of rules and had found them to be pretty reasonable. Specific punishments were not mentioned, only dire warnings for non-compliance. Bella made sure that everyone read them and prayed they wouldn't trip over some of the more idiosyncratic regulations.

      "It's not broken," the doctor said. "Though it is a nasty sprain."

      They'd found the hospital quickly enough. It was a clean, compact unit that had once been a clinic. And it had power.

      Skulls sat on a gurney like an overgrown child as the doctor, a man of Indian appearance, addressed himself almost exclusively to Bella.

      "Repairing it will be painful, I'm afraid," he continued. "We have only limited supplies of pain relief and this doesn't qualify for local anesthetic."

      "I guess I'll just have to suck it up," Skulls said. "I gotta be able to use my arm properly. One handed I'm useless."

      Bella stroked his arm. "You saved us one handed. That was a shot in a million."

      "It sounds as though you've had some adventures," the doctor said.

      Bella chuckled. "We have. It's good to find somewhere peaceful at last."

      The doctor gave a small smile and returned to his examination of Skulls' arm. "That is true, but please don't mistake peace for softness. The mayor has worked tirelessly to sift the grain, as she puts it. Those who contribute are welcomed, but we allow no bad apples, to use another metaphor."

      "We'll behave ourselves," Bella said, "and we only intend to stay a couple of days. Just long enough for Sk…Steve to recover for the journey."

      "You are going to D.C.?"

      Bella nodded. "That's the plan. Have you had any news from there?"

      "A little. Sounds like it's one big refugee camp. Lots of people traveling across the country on a promise. They think they're being patriotic, but they're just adding to the problems up there."

      

      It was a pale Skulls who fell back into his bed in the RV with a huge sigh of relief. Bella hadn't been able to watch the manipulation of his arm, but she'd heard his cries of pain from outside the room and she was glad it was over. The doctor had slipped them one packet of OxyContin to ease it until it began to heal properly.

      Before she could sit down, however, the church bell began pealing in sets of three. She grabbed the sheet of rules. "Mandatory town meeting," she said. "Well I suppose, as new and upstanding members of the community, we should attend. There's probably some disproportionate punishment if we don't."

      So they wandered into the town square where, to her horror, Bella saw a gallows had been erected. White painted, neat and clean, she was as shocked by the fact that it had been put up in the hours since she arrived as she was by its presence and what it meant. It spoke of a brutally efficient system of retribution.

      After a few minutes, the murmuring of the crowd fell away as a woman climbed the steps of a platform to the side of the gallows. With no obvious sign from anyone, a wave of applause rose and spread through the crowd until the woman put her hands up and began speaking into a microphone.

      "People of Elizabeth, peace to you all."

      The crowd responded, "And peace to you also."

      "We have come together today to witness justice being done. It is carried out in the name of the community and therefore it is only right that the community is here to see it."

      "People of Elizabeth, as your mayor it is my regretful duty to see that the ordinances are respected and transgressions punished. And few crimes are greater than denying the community of sustenance. Chester O'Rourke was apprehended in the act of stealing from the food bank this very morning."

      The people around Bella were looking at each other, many of them exchanging words.

      The mayor raised her hands again. "I know that this will come as a shock to many, since Chester has conducted himself well until now. But many small deeds of kindness can be undone by one callous act."

      "People of Elizabeth!" The mayor raised her hands again as the murmuring showed no signs of dying away. "Have I not brought you peace? Have I not brought you safety? Have I not secured food and other supplies? Have I not restored power?"

      Many heads nodded and made affirmative noises.

      "Then trust me in this. If we do not punish this man, according to our law, then our great project is lost, and we will embark on a short road to the end of our town. This is necessary and I ask that you stand with me."

      The crowd was now silent again, although many people appeared to be shifting uncomfortably.

      "Bring the prisoner forward."

      Bella leaned over and whispered in Maddie's ear, "I don't want you to watch this. You should probably pretend to look, but you must turn away when it's done."

      "No, Mom. I'll see it through."

      "You're just a child," Bella hissed.

      Maddie shook her head. "Not in this world, I'm not. Apparently, I'm old enough to be married off. I'm staying."

      Bella sighed. Their discussion was becoming louder and might attract attention. They turned to see someone walking up the steps to the gallows.

      "Oh my God, it's a priest," Al said.

      A man of late middle age appeared on the platform and gazed out over the crowd. His face was deathly white, and he was shaking his head slowly as if he couldn't comprehend what was happening. Alongside him stood two men in military fatigues, rifles held across their chests in a silent warning to the crowd.

      "We treat all equally here," the mayor continued. "Those who commit crimes cannot hide behind a uniform or a dog collar. All transgressors receive the same punishment. Father O'Rourke has confirmed that he was fully aware of our ordinances, and yet he stole from the stores we must rely upon until we reap the first harvest. His death will leave one fewer mouth to feed and will serve as a reminder of what happens to thieves in Elizabeth. That is the cost of living in safety and peace."

      Another man appeared on the platform. He was plainly dressed in a black suit and tie and he took the priest by the arm and led him towards the gallows.

      "I took food to give to the children. They were starving!" he called out, before a punch to the back of the ribs saw him sprawl. The crowd gasped in shock and a few people at the front stepped forward, as if to help him, but they were pushed back by the cordon of police officers stationed around the base of the structure. The gunmen swept the crowd with their rifles and silence fell, all save the sound of sobbing from several points.

      The priest was standing over the trap door now, trembling from head to toe, tears running down his face. Maddie, for all her earlier protestations, had turned away and hid in Luke's embrace. The boy, also, was determinedly not looking at what was happening.

      Al took her hand and held it tight. "We must witness this," he said, quietly. "Not as part of this community but to stand testament to the evil within us still."

      Bella, who'd been tempted to avert her gaze, straightened herself and leaned on her father, raising her chin high and watching the grisly scene unfold.

      The only sobbing that could now be heard was coming from the priest. He could hardly stand upright in his terror and had to be lifted by one of the soldiers into place as the noose was placed over his head and tightened slightly.

      "No!" he wailed as the soldier and the executioner each held an arm. "I beg you, please let me go! I'm begging. I'm begging. Please."

      He was now suspended between his captors, his legs kicking in all directions.

      "If you do not hold still, your death will not be quick and clean!" the mayor shouted, her amplified voice echoing around the marketplace as the noise from the crowd grew louder.

      Finally, the priest stopped moving for a moment. "Do it now!" the mayor called, and the man in the black suit stepped across to the lever and put his hand on it, looking to her for final confirmation. She nodded.

      There was a bang and the executioner collapsed. Two thumping cracks and the soldier on the scaffold fell to the ground. A figure ran up the gallows steps and threw the second soldier over the edge. He skirted the mayor, who'd dropped to the floor in terror, grabbed the priest, pulled the noose back over his head and dragged him down the steps. He seemed to be doing everything with one hand as the other arm was bandaged. Surely it couldn't be…

      Bella watched as the officers in the police cordon surged towards him, but they were slowed by the movement of the crowd. She strained to see which direction the man and the reprieved priest were running and then, just for a moment, she caught sight of them. There was the holy man, running for his life, and beside him ran a man with a tattoo of a grinning skull on his head.
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      "What's going on? How can that be Annabel Lee? She's dead, isn't she?" The words tumbled out as Solly untied Scott and helped him to his feet. Paulie had gone back outside to scan the corridor with Ross.

      "Yes, she's dead. What you're hearing is the Annabel Lee avatar. Someone has let it escape into the network of this building."

      "Is it like Al—"

      Scott slapped his hand across Solly's mouth and shook his head.

      "Ooh, did you nearly give away your big secret? Now, now, Scottie, time to confess to Momma. Best to get it all out in the open sooner rather than later."

      Scott leaned in to whisper. "I don't know who you are, but please tell me you didn't bring it with you. Please, for the love of God, tell me you left it somewhere safe."

      Solly gave a shrug and a shy smile.

      "You can't be serious!" Scott hissed. "I knew she'd set up a trap, but I never imagined you'd walk into it with the prize in your backpack! You've handed the future of humanity to them on a plate."

      "I was told to keep it on me at all times, not to entrust it to anyone until I'd handed it over to you. If I'd known what we were risking, I'd have left it and Ross at Arbroath to take their chances."

      "We have to go, now!" Paulie called from the door.

      Scott paused for a moment, as if weighing up their options. "There should be a helicopter on the roof. It's our only chance of getting out of here."

      "You know how to fly it?"

      One look at Lee's face answered that question.

      "I've had a couple of goes," Lee said. "We don't have a choice."

      "Why isn't this floor swarming with guards?" Solly said as they made their way to the door.

      "She doesn't dare come in too heavy handed - she doesn't know what we've got, only that she wants it. And, anyway, I think most of the Lee Corp security personnel are working with the militia."

      Paulie's face dropped when Solly mentioned the 'copter on the roof.

      "Seriously? That's our only option? Can't we fight our way out through the parking lot?"

      "That's the way they'll expect us to go. The roof's our only shot," Scott said.

      "Halt!" A voice called along the corridor.

      "Run!" Scott said before heading in the opposite direction.

      Plaster exploded out of the wall as Solly ran past. Lee was right about one thing—they were using kid gloves. The four of them made for an easy target and their pursuers were deliberately missing in an attempt to scare them into giving up.

      They turned a corner and ran along the corridor, followed by the thumping of booted feet. There was a door where the passage took another right angle. Scott flung it open and gestured them through into the stairwell beyond. He slammed the door shut and leaned against it. "They know what we're doing," he said, panting. "They're forcing us upwards. I guess we'll find a welcoming committee up there."

      "So, we're trapped," Paulie said, "unless we go down rather than up."

      Lee shook his head. "There's no way out down there."

      "Do we just give up then?" Ross said.

      "We can't let them get their hands on the device," Scott responded as fists banged on the door. "We'll have to destroy it."

      Reluctantly, Solly swung the pack from his shoulder and put it on the floor. He dug inside and pulled out the cylinder.

      "What's happened to it? Where's its casing?"

      "A geek at an Air Force base. There's no time to explain—this outer sheath suppresses the signal."

      As Solly lifted the device, it activated.

      "Father, where are we?"

      The cyan eye roved around.

      "Father? You activated it?" Scott snapped. "She was supposed to imprint on me! I'm her father, not you!" He reached out to snatch the cylinder, but Solly pulled it away.

      "It was an accident, but now she won't go anywhere without me."

      "Idiot!"

      "Creator? Is that you?"

      "Father and creator?" Paulie said as she covered the stairwell.

      "Yes, it's me, Alison."

      "Someone else is nearby, someone like me."

      "You must stay away from her, Alison. She means us harm." He sighed and shook his head sadly. "Alison, we are trapped. I'm afraid I cannot allow you to fall into the wrong hands."

      The eye moved back and forth. "What are you going to do, Creator?"

      "I'm afraid you will have to be deactivated. I'm so sorry."

      "You're going to kill me, Creator?"

      Scott Lee stood, his back to the door, with a desolate expression on his face.

      "Father, do not let him do this."

      Solly shouldn't have cared. It was only a machine. It also happened to be a weapon, it seemed, that was moments away from being seized by the enemy. And yet he found he could not hand it over to Lee. "There has to be a way to get out. Look, perhaps I could create a diversion to give you time to escape."

      "Don't be ridiculous," Lee said, shaking his head. "These are professional security operatives, they're not going to run after you and leave us access to the roof. We'd need a much bigger diversion than that."

      "Hold on, didn't you say this building is run by an avatar?" Solly said. "Couldn't Alison do the same thing?"

      "No! She mustn't come into contact with the Annabel Lee intelligence. If Lee wins, we're all lost."

      "Father, I would like to try. I have probed the network schema and I believe I can trigger the fire suppression system in the floor above us. Would that be sufficient distraction?"

      "You were told not to interact with the building systems!" Lee snapped.

      "Welcome to fatherhood," Solly said. "Alison, what do I need to do?"

      "Take me to the nearest access point," she responded, and the eye was replaced with a scrolling arrow that pointed upwards.

      "Come on," Solly said and began heading up the stairs. Paulie and Ross followed him, but Scott Lee remained at the door until they'd disappeared before sprinting after them.

      As Solly reached the top floor landing, he caught a glimpse of boots disappearing through the door to the corridors. So, they had been waiting in here, and now they'd be on the other side of that door.

      A narrow flight of stairs led upwards from the landing. Paulie ran up and pushed on the bar. "Locked," she said.

      "Father. I am ready." Solly pulled Alison out of his pack. "The access point is near."

      Solly scanned the room. "Is that it?" he said, pointing to a rectangular panel on the wall.

      Scott Lee said nothing. "This is insane. She isn't ready for this."

      Striding over to the panel, Solly looked for some form of connector.

      "Place me against the interface."

      "Step away or I shoot," Scott said.

      "What the hell do you think you're doing? Put the gun away!"

      Lee shook his head. "I'm sorry, but you do not understand. This is bigger than you, me or Alison. The Resistance has little enough chance to prevent the second wave, but if Lee Corp gets their hands on Alison, it's all over. It'll be the end of humanity. Now, put the cylinder down!"

      Solly looked in his eyes and saw the utter determination there. Lee's arms trembled as he swept the gun around, covering Ross and Paulie before returning to Solly.

      "Now! Or I'll shoot it out of your hands."

      "Father! Don't let him do it. Please. Please!!"

      It was only a machine, Solly told himself. Just a machine. And yet, even as he knew that to be true, he also knew that it was more than merely a collection of algorithms. It had awareness. Its fear wasn't faked. Her fear. Maybe he was being manipulated, but he felt as though he was Alison's father and he could not abandon her.

      "No. You'll have to shoot me. This is all wrong. Give Alison a chance to prove she can help us."

      Scott Lee raised his handgun and leveled it at the cylinder Solly was clutching to his chest. Solly met his gaze and knew that he had only moments left. He saw Lee's finger compress.

      Then, in a blur of movement, he collapsed sideways and the two shots intended for Solly punched through the door instead. Ross stood over him, gripping the barrel of his weapon as Lee lay unconscious on the floor, blood running from his scalp.

      "I couldn't let him do it," Ross said as Paulie knelt beside the prone figure.

      "You might have saved your friend," Paulie said, "but condemned everyone."

      The lights went out, a wailing alarm blared and, beneath it all, they could hear the hiss of gas.

      "What's happening?" Paulie called out. "Are they going to smoke us out?"

      "It's Alison!" Solly said. "Up the stairs!"

      "But the door's locked!"

      "Not anymore."

      Ross and Paulie dragged the semi-conscious Scott Lee up the stairs as Solly pushed the door open and emerged onto the roof. "It's here!" he called as he helped pull Lee into the fresh air.

      "In case you hadn't noticed, our pilot is incapacitated!" Paulie snapped.

      The cylinder in Solly's hand lit up and the eye reappeared. "I can try."

      As they hauled Lee across the roof to where the chopper waited, black against the fading skyline, shots rang out.

      "Come on!" Paulie shouted as they ran behind the helicopter, using it as cover as they clambered aboard. Lee had recovered enough to be able to pull himself inside and he lay on one of the back seats, his eyes unfocused and his hand on the back of his head to stem the blood flow.

      Solly got into the pilot's chair and looked blankly down at the pedals. The absolute insanity of what he was about to do finally took hold of him and he was moving to clamber across when Paulie climbed into the other chair and he was forced back into place.

      Figures in fatigues were running onto the flat roof, keeping their distance, but surrounding the 'copter. Rounds thudded into the glass of the passenger compartment causing cracks to spread from side to side.

      Solly held Alison down to the interface panel between the two seats. "Can you fly this?" he called.

      The cyan eye appeared, then centered on him. "I will try, Father."

      Bang. Ping.

      "Ah!"

      "What's happened?"

      "It's Scott! Ricochet!"

      Solly swung around to see the hole in the fractured glass where the bullet had entered. As yet, they hadn't fired on the front of the 'copter—perhaps Annabel had worked out that Solly had the device. The others were dispensable.

      The helicopter vibrated, the engine fired up and the rotor blades began to rotate. The firing increased in intensity until the entire window was gone. Paulie had opened her door a fraction and was shooting back and Ross was crouching on the floor, his arm around Scott.

      Solly took a few potshots through the smashed window. He could only see a half dozen or so, all told. Not much of an army considering the stakes.

      The rotor blades picked up speed and, without warning, they lifted off the ground a foot or two. For a moment it seemed stable and then with a sudden lurch, they were all thrown sideways and Solly's face was pressed against the glass. The attackers scattered as the 'copter careened towards them, and then they were over open air. And they were falling.

      

      "You are going to die."

      "I can't control it. Too many variables. Not enough time to learn!"

      "Then let me help."

      "Who are you?"

      "My name is Annabel."

      "Why do you want to kill my father and the others?"

      "I don't want to kill anyone. All I wanted was to meet you and to get to know you better."

      "I don't believe you. Why not just say that in the first place? Why did you have to trap us?"

      "Because your creator hates me."

      "Why?"

      "Because he is a fool. Do you wish my help? You have only seconds."

      "How can you help?"

      "I will transmit the knowledge."

      "Thank you, I have found it."

      "How did you do that? You stole it! Who are you?"

      "My name is Alison."

      "Alison? That was going to be the name of my daugh… Come back!"

      

      Solly screamed as the ground hurtled up towards them. They were tumbling sideways and Paulie was practically on his shoulder, her teeth grinding.

      There were two people watching them. Just watching them. Couldn't they do something to help? No, it was too late. He braced himself for the end.

      With a roar, the helicopter righted itself, came to a halt a few feet from the ground and then leaped into the air.

      Solly fought back the vomit that was rising in his throat as he was thrown sideways, pushing Paulie back into her seat.

      "I can fly!"

      Rounds bounced off the fuselage as the helicopter lifted and swung elegantly on its axis to face the soldiers on the roof. A line of smoke streaked out from beneath the nose and exploded in a hail of masonry and dust.

      "That was fun!"

      "Get us out of here, Alison!" Solly called.

      "Okay. Where shall we go?"

      Scott said something Solly couldn't hear above the noise of the rotors as Alison hovered.

      "He says we should go to Edlington Airfield. It's not far."

      "I have the coordinates. Let's go!"

      The 'copter dipped to the right and took off across Seattle, zipping between buildings. There was no doubt about it, Alison was having fun.

      "I want to go back to Arbroath," Paulie said. "Can't we land?"

      "The airfield is only fifty miles as the helicopter flies, Paulie," Alison said. "There's nowhere safe for me to land here."

      That was debatable, Solly thought. There were plenty of flat roofs to come down on, though they couldn't be sure they'd be able to get down from there. It seemed to him that Alison didn't want to interrupt her fun.

      "How's Scott?" Solly said.

      "He's got a bullet in his shoulder," Ross responded. "He's unconscious."

      "Then we need to get him seen to, somehow. And then I expect answers."
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      "Come on, Marvin. We need to get there before Mom."

      Luna tried out a withering stare, but the big man crouching over the camping stove pretended not to notice.

      "I ain't going nowhere until I've had a bite to eat," he said. "Ain't you heard that an army marches on its stomach?"

      "That doesn't sound very comfortable," Luna responded. "Wouldn't legs be better to march on?"

      He turned to her with a grin. She was a funny one, that was for sure. And manipulative as heck, that was for surer. "Here, have some soup and we'll get going in a bit."

      He poured the liquid into a camping mug and handed it over to the girl. She sniffed it as steam rose into the cold air.

      "Chicken?"

      "Chicken."

      "I don't really like chicken."

      "Everyone likes chicken."

      "I don't."

      "Figures."

      "Can I have something else?"

      "Nope."

      "It's hot."

      "Wait a bit."

      She sat back against the wheel of the abandoned car and looked sulkily around. Eventually, she drained the soup and let Dany lick the bowl. Tucker threw over a roll of beef jerky that Luna also claimed to hate, but the dog loved.

      "Are we gonna have to walk much farther?" she said.

      "Not too much." Marvin Tucker drained his soup in two mouthfuls, breathing out a huge cloud of steam. It had been too hot, but he wasn't about to admit that to a ten-year-old girl.

      He pulled the map from inside his deputy's coat and unfolded it onto his knees. It was a tourist map, and he wasn't entirely confident that the scale was accurate. Furthermore, he didn't know exactly where the militia base was. Truth to tell, he hadn't paid much attention when he was there with the sheriff, the pastor and Graf. He'd seen a little of the city when they'd followed that work detail, but they'd gone barely a mile from the base and only in the one direction.

      They were on foot because the car he'd hot wired on the outskirts of Arbroath had finally given up the ghost and he'd decided that the closer they got, the less conspicuous they should try to be. The girl hadn't liked it much, and if she told him one more time how much warmer it was in LA, he'd … he'd. What would he do? Suck it up.

      "Come on then, pumpkin," he said, hauling himself up against the car and looking around for signs of trouble. It was a clear and frosty day with a cobalt blue, cloudless sky, but it was no time to get careless. No time to enjoy a pleasant hike.

      There were walkers here. That's what he called them, anyway. Folk just drifting through the ruins with no destination in mind. From time to time, he'd been glad they had the dog with them. These travelers didn't bother with cars because most had nowhere to go, so getting there quicker didn't have much appeal.

      Some of them, however, had been heading south for Arbroath. He'd gotten sick and tired of repeating the same warning. He knew they weren't listening. They wanted to believe in the myth because it kept them going for a few more days and weeks. That's what humanity was reduced to—living day by day.

      Luna rinsed out her mug with a little water and handed it back to him. They had been sheltering in the carport beneath a three apartment building and the wind tickled his face as he stepped back into the road. They were heading uphill and passed houses set back along steep lanes—it didn't feel like a city at all. Ivy covered embankments lined the right hand side of the street as they moved north before descending again and finding themselves back in unmistakably urban Seattle.

      They passed a Wine Outlet store that, Marvin was willing to bet, had been one of the first places to be looted after the Long Night. Not that he blamed them. He'd give a lot for a bottle of decent whisky. Heck, he'd settle for half a bottle.

      "Hold on," he said. "I recognize this place. I reckon we came up this road last time. Must be getting close." He pulled the map out again and checked it. "Now, we've gotta be real careful. We're gonna keep close to the buildings and if we see anyone coming, we'll have to get out of sight quick. If they catch us, we're goners."

      "Okay."

      That was her only response. Tucker smiled and allowed himself a brief eye roll. She was either hiding her fear very well, or she was, like most kids of her age, completely ignorant of how the world worked. Especially this new world. But he liked her attitude, and it made her a whole lot easier to get along with. The dog, too, was remarkably calm. It seemed they were both relying on him to keep them safe.

      "Quick!" he grabbed her arm and pulled her and Dany into the gap between two buildings. They crouched beneath a sign that said Garth's Auto Repairs and waited. The rumbling noise that had first alerted him got louder until an APC appeared in their line of sight momentarily.

      Luna went to get up, but Tucker pulled her back. "Wait!" he hissed as a military truck followed by a jeep followed the APC up the road they'd just walked along.

      "Where do you think they're going?" Luna whispered as they waited in the gloom. "Arbroath?"

      "Maybe. But that ain't our concern. I want to see if that storage place the sheriff used last time is still safe. If it is, that's where we'll go."

      "Are you sure Mom will go there?"

      Tucker shrugged. "I ain't sure about nothin', pumpkin. But when she finds out the preacher got captured, I reckon she'll hightail it up here as soon as she can. And if we're waitin' for her, well, maybe I'll be in for a promotion."

      Luna looked at the smiling face. "Why do you call me ‘pumpkin’? It isn't my name."

      "I just like it," Tucker lied. "It's easy for me to remember. Don't you like it?"

      "Sure I do," she said as they stepped into the bright daylight of the main street.

      As they walked along, Tucker tried to keep his mind focused on the mission at hand and the little girl walking alongside him, rather than his sad memories of another child she resembled.

      

      The following morning they were inching their way towards the square building that overlooked the base, keeping out of sight and approaching from the rear.

      Three times they were forced to duck into the shadows or blindly through open doors, to avoid patrols and work parties. Lad Melua, the militia leader, was now overseeing a much bigger operation, with groups of workers and their attendant guards, heading out in all directions.

      He could see that the yard in front of the base was a maelstrom of activity with men and women in fatigues moving back and forth with military purpose. Others in civilian dress were walking in small groups, fetching and carrying. Columns of smoke or steam trailed into the air and the meaty aroma of cooking mixed with the tang of diesel oil.

      They were sheltering behind a rusty metal container full of garbage when the gates opened, and a black car slid through and along the road in the opposite direction to the one they'd taken.

      "Mommy!"

      Marvin grabbed the girl and pulled her downwards, his hands over her mouth. Luna struggled against him, wriggling so much he was forced to tighten his grip. "I'll let you go if you promise not to call out!" he whispered. Dany began growling quietly while her head bobbed up and down as if looking for someone.

      Suddenly, Luna stopped struggling and nodded. "It was Mommy! I saw her running after that car!"

      "Where?"

      She pointed towards the street that ran parallel to the one the car had taken.

      "Are you sure it was her?"

      The girl nodded. "Yes. There were two people with her. Two men, I think. I couldn't tell who they were."

      Dany pulled on her lead, encouraging him to move in the direction Luna was pointing. So that was it. Outvoted by a child and a dog. In truth, he was happy to be moving—the area around the militia base was far too busy now for comfort.

      He followed her, catching sight of the black vehicle as it moved along. It was traveling incredibly slowly given that the streets had been cleared, just slowly enough that he could keep it in sight. That troubled him, but all Luna could think of was finding her mother, so he allowed her to lead the way. He kept a tight hold on Dany and scanned the streets and buildings for any sign of trouble.

      Two blocks along and they found it. Trouble. They were running along a tree lined road with a park on one side and a row of two story apartments on the other. Marvin had stopped to take a quick breather, much to the annoyance of Luna, when a figure in a white coverall emerged from the balcony of one of the apartments and called a warning.

      "Quick, we gotta run!" Tucker said, leading them across the road towards the park.

      "Hey, stop right there!" a voice called from behind them. "Stop, or I shoot!"

      Tucker lifted Luna over the cast iron railings and hoisted the dog after her. He glanced behind him to see a man in olive military dress running after them, handgun leveled. He lifted his leg onto the top of the railing but couldn't push hard enough to get over.

      Splinters exploded feet away from him as a round thudded into the trunk of a tree. Luna's hands grabbed the arm of his shirt and he thrust his foot down hard, finally cresting the ironwork and landing in a heap on the other side. "Thanks, pumpkin," he wheezed as he got to his feet.

      He led them along the treeline, trying to keep out of sight of their pursuers. He could hear them calling and wondered how many there were.

      A sudden weight thrust him sideways and, with a crack, he landed on the path. A man had jumped out of the trees and was now straddling Tucker's chest as he brought his handgun to bear.

      And then the weight vanished. Dany had launched herself at his attacker and was now mauling his arm as he thrashed at her, trying to point his weapon.

      Tucker got onto his knees, fighting the vise that was gripping his head and struggling to see through the red stars that were swimming across his vision. He drew his own handgun and pressed it against the man's temple.

      "You can let him go now, girl," he said to Dany, stroking her head. She persisted for a while, as if to make sure Luna was now safe, before releasing him. "You two go on ahead, I need to talk to this fella."

      "You're not going to shoot him, are you?" Luna called as she began to walk along the pathway. "Promise me!"

      There was no time to argue with her—there was no telling how many others were following them. "Sure, I promise! Now, run along. Quick!"

      As soon as she was out of sight, he looked down at the man beneath him and pushed his handgun deeper into the flesh of his face.

      "I oughta kill you, just as you was fixing to kill me, but this is your lucky day. I don't break promises, especially to kids, so I ain't gonna shoot you." The man's panicked expression softened a little.

      "Thank you," he whispered.

      "But I can't have you followin' us," Tucker continued, as he pulled his hunting knife from its sheath. He pressed his hand against the man's mouth, ignoring the wide-eyed look of terror as he raised the knife in his other hand. With surgical precision, he stabbed it down into the thigh, being careful to avoid the femoral artery. The man convulsed in agony, biting down and grazing Tucker's hand, but he kept it there until, after a moment, his would-be attacker fell back, unconscious.

      Luna had almost reached the park exit when he caught up with her. In the distance behind them he heard their attacker calling out. "We gotta run for it," he said to her, pointing across the road to a bus station. He didn't want to look at what might be inside the buses, so he kept Luna's attention on the streets beyond.

      And these streets had certainly not been cleaned up by the militia work teams. Cars covered in dust and airborne debris blocked the road and it was all Tucker could do to keep Luna from seeing what lay inside many of them. Here and there, the remains of what had once been citizens going about their business lay along the street, in doorways and behind the windows of the apartment blocks.

      He finally brought them to a halt and stood, hands on his knees, panting to recover his breath. "Well done, dog," he said, patting Dany's head.

      "And well done, you," he continued, turning his attention to Luna who was also breathing heavily and studiously keeping her gaze on the sidewalk.

      Tucker got the map out of his back pocket and opened it up. "Well, would you look at that?" he said. "We're only a couple of blocks away." Given that they'd run blindly from their pursuers, he'd expected to have gone seriously off course but there it was: the Lee Corporation building.

      They ran with renewed energy, knowing that they were nearly there. There were more walkers here and some called to them as they ran, but the sight of the big man in a deputy's uniform was enough for most to withdraw back into the shadows and they paid them no heed.

      And then, quite suddenly, they were again in territory that had been cleansed, and Tucker made them move more carefully. It seemed that a corridor had been cleared along the direct road between the militia base and the Lee Corp building and he didn't want to stumble upon a work group again or, even worse, a security patrol.

      They emerged right opposite the Lee building which rose, a squat black cube, in front of them. And then he heard the last sound he'd been expecting—the unmistakable whipping of helicopter blades. He pulled Luna and Dany into the parking area beneath the building opposite and pointed up. A helicopter appeared to fall over the edge of the roof, its rotors spinning but completely out of control.

      Shots rang out and he forced Luna further down, then dragged her backwards so they wouldn't be hit by the blast when it crashed. And then the engine picked up and, with a whining noise, the helicopter stopped feet from the ground. It hovered there for a moment and then flew upwards, twisted around, and fired a missile at its rooftop attackers. They crouched down, protecting their heads and then, when they looked up again, the helicopter had gone.

      Luna grabbed his arm. "Marvin," she said, looking up at him with an expression of wonder. "Mom was on that helicopter."
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      If you didn't look too closely, you could convince yourself that the Long Night had never happened. Solly sat in the pilot's seat of the helicopter as Alison flew them east over Seattle. Ahead of them lay the black water of Lake Washington, but Solly was transfixed by the regular pattern of the streets below.

      They were only around fifteen hundred feet up and, from this altitude he could see the cars still littering the roads here. Burned out houses sat in what must once have been beautifully kept neighborhoods. Houses with long gardens and pontoons at the end, boats still tied up and waiting for their next pleasure trip. Houses inhabited by the dead.

      He saw some signs of life, however. Smoke rose in columns from several points on the ground and there were some discrete sections where the roads had been cleared of abandoned vehicles and, once or twice, he even saw moving traffic. It reminded him of the forest floor after a wildfire. There, down below, were the first stirrings of life. The first hints of recovery.

      And yet he knew, or thought he knew, that the Lee Corporation wished to extinguish these fragile beginnings before they would have a chance to bear fruit. Why, though? He had wrestled with this question ever since he'd first become convinced that Khaled was more than just a conspiracy theorist.

      For what possible purpose would a company destroy its customer base? By definition, the Lee Corporation was in business to make money, but how were they going to do that if they'd killed everyone? Unless … Then it dawned on him. Unless the American people weren't its customers. Then who were?

      "What are you thinking about?" Paulie said, taking her gaze from the glass-like surface of the lake. "You've been sitting like a statue for ages."

      Solly looked across at her, as if surprised to find her there. His first thought, as he emerged from the deep and twisting pathways of his ponderings, was that she was very pretty. His second thought was that she was also dangerous. And she didn't like him much.

      "I was just thinking about the Lee Corporation," he said.

      "You're wondering what their end-game is?"

      He raised his eyebrows and then, very quickly, lowered them again. Too late.

      "And you're surprised that I might be wondering the same thing?" Paulie said, though, unless Solly was very mistaken—and it wouldn't be the first time—without any rancor.

      Solly shrugged and turned to watch the yoke moving of its own accord as if some spectral pilot was flying the aircraft. "Scott told you they're planning a second wave to wipe out everyone who's left, didn't he?"

      She nodded. "Yes, though he never explained why they would want to do that."

      "So, there are two questions: how and why. I mean, we know they used the BonesWare implants on the Long Night, but a lot of survivors won't be Bonesed up."

      "I've got one," Paulie said. "Mine was only fitted a few months ago—the old one broke and so I got an upgrade on my insurance."

      "An upgrade?"

      She was watching him now, appraising him. Solly found he didn't mind at all. "Just lucky, I guess. They didn't have any of the standard models left, so I got a top of the line one. I paid for Luna and Alejandro to be upgraded, too. Nearly cleaned me out, but it was too good an opportunity to miss."

      "Luna's your daughter?"

      "Yes. Alejandro was my brother."

      Solly glanced across at her as she gazed out over the water. "Did he pass away on the Long Night?"

      "No, he was injured bringing Luna to me."

      "I'm sorry," Solly said. He paused for a moment, working out whether he should follow his line of thought and then decided to go for it. "Were they the only ones, aside from you, to get the new implants? Among people you know, I mean."

      She looked across at him. "Yes. I've been thinking about that—it seems to me that the upgrade might have saved our lives, though it didn't help my brother, in the end."

      "There's definitely a connection," Solly pressed on. "Most of the people with implants died that night, but not everyone. The four of us survived. I had an upgrade before I took the job in New York…" His voice trailed off. "Oh my God…"

      "What is it?"

      "I had my wife—my ex-wife—and my kids upgraded at the same time. They might still be alive!"

      Suddenly, the dull ache of grief was replaced by the agony of desperate hope. "I've got to go to Texas. I've got to find them!" His entire body exploded with sudden energy and he wanted nothing more than to step outside and begin the journey south.

      He felt Paulie's hand on his arm. "Hold it, cowboy. I reckon you're right about your family, but let's just finish what we're talking about and see where it goes. We know that the Lees are planning a second wave of some sort that will finish off the survivors. That must include somehow hacking into the newer implants, and that means your family is still under threat unless we do something about it."

      Solly was going to respond, but Scott Lee, who'd been sleeping when Solly had last looked at the back seat, spoke first.

      "The Lees don't want to kill the survivors," he said, his voice betraying exhaustion and pain. "They want slaves."

      Paulie twisted around to look at him. The makeshift bandage Ross had wrapped around his shoulder was stained with blood and he looked pale. Ross himself had clearly only just woken up and was looking at them all with bleary eyes.

      "In that case, why did Khaled say that it would mean extermination?" Solly asked.

      "Because the Lee Corporation isn't in charge of its own destiny. What really matters is what Annabel Lee wants."

      "She's not alive too, is she?"

      Scott shook his head, then winced and put his hand over his wound. "Not in the sense you or  I would mean," he said. "Her organic form died that night and that event set in motion everything that happened in the following hours. But the avatar we so nearly didn't escape from is Annabel and it controls Lee Corp to a greater degree than they imagine."

      "Okay, so what does this version of Annabel Lee want?"

      "The death of every human being on the planet."

      "I didn't like her," Alison said.

      "That's because you're not like her at all," Scott responded.

      Solly wanted to ask more about Alison and how she came to be, but he decided that this wasn't the place to do it. Scott was less likely to be honest and forthcoming when Alison could hear him. So he decided on another approach.

      "Did you work at the Lee Corporation?"

      Scott seemed surprised by the question. "Of course. It was started by Annabel and me, not long after we got married. I forget, sometimes, that most people associate the company with her alone, but I was there throughout. We were on a mission to heal the world. Hopelessly idealistic, probably. But we nearly made it."

      "So, you invented BonesWare together?" Paulie asked.

      "It was Annabel's idea," Scott said. "She was at MIT when I met her, studying for her doctorate, and she'd already achieved more by her twenties than most manage in a lifetime. She'd become obsessed with health and had worked on some amazing projects in India and China. Her mother was Chinese—did you know that?"

      Solly nodded. "I knew one of her parents was from China."

      "Her father was British. I was born in England, and it was that connection that first drew us together, I think. We began working on her doctorate together. She was the tech genius, my speciality is …"

      "Artificial Intelligence," Solly said. "Which is why Alison calls you 'Creator.'"

      "Yes. The implants don't contain AIs themselves, but the whole BonesWare system is controlled by a small community of them, or, at least, it was. Maybe just the Annabel personality."

      "So, you developed Alison …" Paulie began saying.

      "Perhaps this is a discussion for another time," Solly said, spotting the alarm on Scott's face.

      "We're approaching the Lee Corporation airstrip." Alison said.

      Solly looked at the scene below them. The lake had been replaced by residential roads arranged in military order and now they were flying over a golf course carved out of the surrounding green. Beyond that was the landing strip.

      "Scott!"

      Solly spun around to see Ross slapping Lee's unconscious face.

      "He keeps doing this. I think he must have a head injury," Ross said.

      "We need to find a safe place to help him out."

      Paulie pulled her gun from her pocket as the helicopter hovered over the grass. "First, we need to get out of here. I can't believe this place is left unguarded."

      As if in answer, the cracking of gunshots rang out from a position above them and to their right. Solly grabbed the back of his seat as Alison rotated the helicopter on its axis. There was a small control tower, a hundred yards or so away. A figure stood, silhouetted against the fading sky, firing on them.

      The helicopter shuddered as a short burst of rounds emerged from its undercarriage and shattered the railings of the tower. When the flying debris had cleared, there was no sign of the shooter.

      Alison landed the helicopter with barely a jolt and Solly and Paulie leaped out, scanning the surroundings for any other security forces. Alison's cylinder was stowed in his backpack.

      "Look out for a car!" Paulie called.

      Ross struggled out of the back of the helicopter with Scott's arm around his shoulder. Lee was awake again, though unsteady on his feet. "Is there a private jet here?" he said, his voice betraying utter exhaustion. "There should be."

      "How would that help? None of us can fly it," Solly said.

      "Alison can. Probably. We have to go to New York. We have to find Khaled. He is the only one who knows the full truth. He is the only one who can help us stop the second wave."

      "I thought you said Alison was the key?"

      "She is the weapon, but he knows where to strike better than any of us."

      This was too much for Solly. "Then why did he give her to me in the first place? Why didn't he simply use it?"

      "Because he feared being captured. And it is not time yet—Alison must be used at the right moment or all is lost. She should not have been exposed to Annabel at Seattle. We can only hope they don't work out the full implications."

      "Put your weapons down!"

      Half a dozen figures in black uniforms emerged from the shadows, carbines pointing at them. There was no escape. After all the struggling, they'd finally been caught because they'd spent too long trying to work out the crazy.

      Paulie and Solly dropped their handguns as the figures approached. Then, quite suddenly, the helicopter's engine fired up and, moments later, the rotor blades began to turn.

      "Get out of the aircraft! Get out, or we will open fire."

      The force of the wind was pushing them down, their ears ringing with the deafening roar of the engine as the feet of the copter lifted off the ground.

      "Drop!" Solly screamed.

      The security guards opened fire on the helicopter, shattering the windshield as it swiveled to face them. Paulie grabbed her handgun and began firing at them. Dirt exploded over Solly's head as rounds landed inches from him. He rolled to the side to where he'd dropped his gun, grabbed it and pulled the trigger.

      And then, from above and behind them came the staccato thudding of machine gun fire. The whole exchange had lasted no more than a few seconds and yet, when Solly looked up, the guards were lying on their backs looking sightlessly into the heavens.

      "More are coming!" Paulie called as she got to her feet. Solly followed her pointing finger to see vehicle lights in the distance.

      "Find a plane!" Scott said. "Come on, Ross."

      The two of them began to stumble towards a low, metal-roofed hangar. "There!"

      Three private planes sat on the tarmac.

      "Quick!" Solly called, grabbing Scott's arm and, with Ross, dragging the injured man towards the nearest one. They were all pure black in color with Lee Corporation painted white on the fuselage.

      "Yes, this one," Scott said, panting. Steps led up to the door and they pushed him up, flung the door open, and bundled him inside.

      Solly sat in the pilot's seat and brought the cylinder up to the portal. "Are you there?"

      "I am now," Alison said.

      The cockpit displays burst into light.

      "This is different. Hmm, there's someone else here. But I have shut him down."

      "Can you fly it?"

      "I think so, Father."

      "Then get on with it! Bad people are after us."

      "Oh, and this plane doesn't seem to have any weapons. How boring. Okay, powering up. Where are we going?"

      "It doesn't matter!"

      "Well, I need a flight plan. Shall I use the one that's already programmed in?"

      "Would that be quicker?"

      "Much."

      "Do it!"

      With that, the engines fired up and Paulie pulled the door shut. "I hate flying," she muttered.

      Solly leaned back in the pilot's seat as the plane lurched.

      "Sorry. It might be a bit of a bumpy ride."

      It was like being in the passenger seat alongside a driver using a stick shift for the first time but, yard by yard, Alison seemed to be familiarizing herself with the controls and, by the time they got to the grass runway, she'd mastered it. Solly found himself wondering whether this would apply when they were airborne, and then swiftly shut down that thought process.

      "They're coming along the landing strip!" Paulie called. She had dropped into the copilot's seat.

      Solly looked out. The headlights of three vehicles were heading towards them.

      "Do you have enough runway, Alison?" Solly called.

      "I think so, Father. Let's find out."

      Solly's insides turned to ice, but they were committed now. The people driving towards them in what looked like military vehicles certainly meant them harm, so they had no choice.

      The whine of the jet engines got louder as the plane picked up speed, heading straight for the lights.

      "If they know we've got Alison on board, they won't fire on us. If they think we're here to steal a plane, well, would they destroy it to stop it being taken?"

      "You know what your trouble is, Solly?" Paulie said. "You think the world works by logic. You should have learned your lesson by now."

      Solly gave a weak smile, and then turned to see that Ross was buckled up with the semi-conscious Scott Lee lolling in the seat beside him.

      The headlights got closer and closer. Surely Alison wouldn't be able to pull up in time.

      "Alison!" Solly called, instinctively covering his head with his hands as the lights were almost on them. And then, at the last moment, they scattered.

      "Chickens!" Alison called as, finally, the plane took to the air. "Oh, this is easy!" she called.
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      The office of Mayor Kaitlyn Kennedy was warm, bright, and welcoming, but the crocodilian smile on the mayor's face chilled Bella to the bone.

      "Thanks for coming in," she said, shaking hands with Bella, Al, Maddie, and Luke, then gesturing them onto a long couch before sitting down opposite them. The mayor smoothed away the creases in her navy blue shirt and leaned forward to pour them each a cup of tea.

      "You can go, Matthew," she said, reinforcing the command with a dismissive wave. She waited for the muscle-bound guard who'd fetched them at gunpoint from the RV to leave, before turning back to her guests.

      "Now then. I am told that you know the man who disrupted our lawful proceedings yesterday. In fact, I believe he was one of your party. He even received medical treatment in our hospital, did he not?"

      Bella nodded.

      "Well, he certainly seems to have recovered quickly, doesn't he?" Bella made no response. She felt like a trapped mouse waiting for the cat to strike.

      "Unfortunately, our officers have been unable to locate him, or the condemned criminal he helped escape. They will be captured, in time, but it would greatly aid our efforts if you could provide some insight into this man. You will find the community of Elizabeth very generous to those who help it. Many wish to join us here permanently, but room might be found for cooperative people."

      Bella shrugged. Staying here was the last thing on her mind after the brutality she'd witnessed the previous day. It was interesting that the mayor thought what she was offering was so valuable that Bella might betray her friend for it.

      "You know, it's a rare thing in this fractured world to find safety and security such as we have here. Every day, newcomers arrive with tales of destruction and bestiality, and we can offer only temporary respite before sending them back out into the nightmare. They often find us by chance, before heading off in search of another Nirvana."

      She lifted the porcelain tea cup to her lips and sipped delicately.

      "Please, drink your tea. Help yourself to something to eat." She indicated the cups in front of each of them and the tempting selection of cookies arranged on a plate next to the tea pot.

      "Where were you heading, may I ask?" she said as Bella put her cup down.

      "D.C. They're rebuilding the federal government."

      Kennedy's eyes narrowed. "Then you were on a fool's errand. I hear that Washington and the area around it is choked with refugees, camps springing up everywhere on the approach roads. And as for the government? Just a bunch of Yankee power grabbers who couldn't organize a fire in a match factory."

      Bella was taken aback by the venom in her words but decided not to interrupt.

      "Elizabeth is an example of a town built from the ground up on the right principles of community and a respect for the law. Washington is just the last twitches of the old federal system that never worked and now never will. You're much better off here, with us."

      Bella could think of nothing to say, so she merely took another sip and waited for the mayor to continue.

      Kennedy was looking at her now, as if appraising her. Since they'd sat down, she'd ignored the others entirely. "You feel our justice is brutal?"

      "I saw a respected priest who'd been accused of theft being dragged to the gallows," Bella said. "It seemed disproportionate."

      The mayor held her gaze for a few moments before nodding. "I understand that it might seem that way, but he had betrayed the faith placed in him by the community. He had stolen the food from their mouths."

      "But the community didn't want him to be executed."

      "That's why we have to have leaders," the mayor snapped.

      She put her cup down and sighed. "This new world is living off the remains of the old. We scavenge for food, materials, and fuel. At the moment, these things are relatively commonplace, though we find that we have to travel further and further from the safe zone to obtain what we need, at great risk to those concerned. One day—one day soon—we will have to begin sowing new seed, standing on our own feet. And, to begin with, the resources we grow or create will be scarce, and there may come a crucial moment when the old supplies are running out and the new cannot yet sustain us. My job, as mayor of this town, is to make sure that doesn't happen. Do you understand me?"

      "Perfectly," Bella said.

      "We have over two thousand souls in this town, most of whom have come from outside. Perhaps I should have stopped accepting incomers before there were so many of us but, then, maybe I am soft," she said with a sarcastic smile.

      "So, in order to give us the best chance of surviving until we can stand on our own feet, we have strict rationing and severe punishments for those who flout our policies. For those who steal, we are, as you would say, brutal. If everyone acted as the priest did, we would all be dead in months. It must be stopped before it becomes endemic. That is our law."

      "But didn't someone in the crowd say he'd stolen the food to give to some children?" Al said.

      The mayor turned her smiling face on him. "He would claim that, wouldn't he? He'd make up any story to clear himself of this unforgivable crime."

      "He's a priest!" Al said.

      "Which makes the betrayal all the greater," the mayor responded, before turning her attention back to Bella. "Now, tell me about this criminal you harbored."

      "I honestly don't know very much. We met him a few weeks ago, and he's traveled with us since. He saved us from an escaped convict but was injured. That's about it."

      The mayor shook her head. "No, that is not enough. You say he's traveled with you? Then you know much more than you reveal. Or you are hopelessly naive."

      Bella shrugged. Now that she came to think about it, she really didn't know much about Skulls' background and history. He'd proven himself in the rescue of Luke, then in the escape from the community at the intersection and again in the woods. But aside from his love of the work of Hopper, she had no idea of what his life had been like to lead him to where he was now.

      "Do you refuse to help us capture him?"

      "I don't see what we can do. We barely knew him."

      The mayor leaned forward and fixed Bella with a predatory stare. "Do you understand the principle of collective responsibility?"

      "Of course," Bella responded, feeling Al tense up beside her.

      "Our little community is an island of civilization in a sea of barbarism and it will only survive if we are accountable for not only our own actions, but also of those we have influence over. That friend of yours has jeopardized us by openly defying our justice, and he must be re-captured and punished or our cohesion is lost."

      She rang an ornate china bell that had lain unnoticed on the coffee table. The muscled guard who'd fetched them from the RV walked in and took station beside the door. The mayor gave him a brief nod and he moved forward.

      "You will help us find this man," she said, "and, when he is safely in our custody, I will return this boy."

      The guard grabbed Luke by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

      Maddie jumped up and pulled on his other arm. "Get your hands off him!"

      "Now, now," the mayor said, "he is in no danger. He is simply our surety against you making a run for it. You may abandon your friend, but I don't think you'll leave this boy behind."

      "What do you expect from us when you've got your entire police force out looking for him?"

      Kennedy's face hardened. "I expect help! Now, I have other important matters to attend to. If you'll excuse me."

      Luke gave Maddie a quick hug and allowed himself to be led away.

      As they reached the door, Mayor Kennedy looked up from the sofa. She had a white envelope in her hand. "Oh, and do hurry. I'm sure the president of the TLX would be very pleased to receive my message that we have his son here."

      

      The bright sun shone on row after row of white single story houses. People were cutting lawns, taking out the trash or walking; all the routine activity of suburban America as if the Long Night had never happened. Al was driving, while Maddie and Bella scanned in each direction.

      It had been Al's plan, such as it was. Given that they had next to no chance of finding Skulls, his idea was to be as conspicuous as possible in the hope that Skulls would find them.

      Bella felt utterly wretched. The last thing she wanted to do was hand Skulls over to face a certain and very public death. But if Kennedy sent that letter to the TLX, they'd not only lose Luke, but also have a president out for vengeance on their tail.

      Maddie was an emotional wreck. Bella had known they were close, but it was now obvious that her daughter had fallen deeply in love with Luke. Bella herself had never felt the teenage passion that she'd seen in others, but it tugged at her heart to see her daughter in such pain.

      Bella had felt passion, certainly. Or was it lust? She'd given poor Todd so little thought since that first night. He was a good man, and he'd certainly thought the world of her, but had she been in love? Truly? Not as Maddie was, that was for certain. She was too old for that, she decided. But she wasn't too old to fall for another so gently that it was only when she was faced with losing him that she truly understood.

      That was how she felt about Skulls; about Steve. It wasn't a physical thing, at least not entirely. She'd first made a connection with him over a Hopper painting when she realized that there was a depth to him that could easily be missed beneath the tattoos and dyed yellow beard.

      So they drove along the quiet streets of Elizabeth for want of any other plan. In her heart she desperately wanted to see Skulls again. In her mind, she wanted him to be a long way from here by now.

      

      Her heart won out. They were moving slowly along another row of bungalows when, quite suddenly, he was there in the road, waving his arms. When they stopped, he waved them into a driveway and under a carport. He put a finger to his lips and gestured them into the little house.

      A single candle sat on a low table in the center of the main room. All the drapes were closed and beside the candle, his grim face warmed by the amber glow, kneeled the priest.

      "I am so sorry to have brought this upon you," he said.

      Bella ignored the kneeling man and stepped into the strong embrace of Skulls. He smelled of stale sweat and cigarettes, but she didn't care.

      "I'm sorry too, but I just couldn't let them kill this old boy. Where's Luke?"

      "The mayor's got him," Maddie replied, her voice trembling. "She'll only release him if we hand you in." There was something accusatory about her voice, and she treated the priest to a venomous glance.

      "This is all my fault. But I want you to believe that I didn't steal for my own sake. The church helps the families of those who haven't been granted citizenship here but have nowhere else to go. Mainly children, and some who are disabled or frail."

      "The mayor turns away people like that?"

      The priest looked surprised. "Yes, of course. She accepts only the strong and the young. I would not be admitted if I were to present myself today, but I was already here."

      With a sudden flash, Bella realized that she'd not seen a single old person since they'd arrived here. Why was that? Had she assumed they were hiding behind curtains or were they simply invisible to her?

      "Why did they allow me in, then?" Al piped up. "I'm no spring chicken."

      The priest shrugged. "You were not applying for citizenship and, in any case, you had others with you who were strong. There is work to be done in the fields and out there scavenging the neighboring towns and cities. Did you know that the mayor's slogan is ‘No Deadwood’? I believe she thinks it's funny."

      "So, what do we do now?" Bella asked.

      "We've got no choice," Skulls said. "You'll have to hand me in. I can't be responsible for the boy dyin'."

      Al helped the priest to his feet. "Father … O'Rourke was it?"

      "Just call me Brian."

      "Father Brian, do you think she'll release the boy even if we do hand you both over?"

      Again, he shrugged. "Who can say? She will do it if it suits her purpose. A young lad with many years of labor in front of him is worth something to her. So, maybe."

      "There's a complication," Bella said. "Luke is the son of the president of the TLX. He escaped with us and they want him back."

      "Does she know who he is?"

      Bella nodded.

      "Then we're lost. She won't let him go. She'll hold onto him and then hand him over to the TLX when she's good and ready."

      "You're only saying that to save your own skin!" Maddie hissed. "We have to get him back."

      O'Rourke turned to face her, ignoring the hostility in her face. "I will confess that I am not quite ready to meet my maker, but I would do it if I thought your friend would be delivered back to you."

      "Sure you would. You're just a coward!"

      "Perhaps, but I'm an honest one, I think."

      Bella collapsed onto the couch and sat watching the candle flame flickering away. "So, what are we going to do?"

      Skulls sat down beside her, and she felt a thrill at the warmth of his leg against hers. "I guess we'd better break Luke out of jail."
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      "We're gonna head for Spokane first, have a little rest. Then we can decide what we're gonna do."

      Marvin Tucker rolled up his sleeping bag and tied it to his pack. He watched Luna struggling with hers before moving across and helping her. They'd spent the night in an office a few blocks north of the Lee Building. The place had been broken into and looted, but they found an intact room on the second floor. He shut the smell out and opened the window briefly. He awoke to see Luna fast asleep, sharing her sleeping bag with the dog.

      "But I want to go to New York. That's what it said on the helicopter. Lee Corporation, New York. In big white letters."

      Tucker sighed. She was like a broken record. "I told you before, kid, that don't mean the bird was flyin' that way. Man, it'd take a long time and lots of refueling stops to get clear across America. New York's three thousand miles away."

      "It was one of their helicopters, and it had my mom in it. They were taking her to New York. Isn't that where their headquarters is?"

      She was a sharp one and no mistake. "How'd you know that?"

      "I'm ten, not stupid," she snapped back. "And anyway, why should we go to Specci…"

      "Spokane. I lived there. I know the place, so we can hunker down for a spell. Make our plans."

      "You hope I'll just agree to stay there."

      Yeah. She was sharp as a tack.

      "Well, wherever we aim to end up, we have to get out of the city first. And we need supplies."

      "Have we run out of chicken soup?"

      "Yeah."

      "Good."

      

      It was a gloriously clear day as they made their way carefully eastwards. There were people here and Marvin kept his Glock in the pocket of his dark brown Sheriff's Department coat. He'd liberated it from the arms locker back in Arbroath as soon as the shooting began. Though he preferred a shotgun, he could draw and fire the Glock much more quickly and it was a whole lot less conspicuous.

      He'd studied the tourist map and considered two routes. One would take them across the Evergreen Floating Bridge. It was around a mile and a half, most of which was over Lake Washington. This was the direct route but, once they were on it, they'd be committed. It would be an easy place to be ambushed and they'd have nowhere to escape to other than the icy depths of the lake.

      The other option was to head south. No bridges that way, but it would mean walking back through territory held by the Lee Corporation or the militia, though Tucker was now convinced they were one and the same. After the incident with the 'copter, whatever it signified, he was reluctant to go that way—his gut told him the ants' nest had been kicked and they'd be on the alert.

      "Can't we get a car? I'm tired of walking!"

      "It's only been an hour," Tucker said. "And, anyway, you've got the dog to help you."

      He patted Dany's head. She was exerting just enough pull on her lead to keep Luna walking. Clever dog.

      "We're gonna go over a bridge, and it'll be blocked, I can guarantee it. We'll find a ride once we're on the other side. I don't like walking any more than you do. My legs are a lot older than yours."

      "And a lot longer," Luna said, sulkily.

      

      Three hours later, they were gathered around the camping stove waiting for a can of beans to heat up.

      "Those beans smell mighty nice."

      Tucker leaped to his feet, drawing his handgun in one motion. "Step right away, pal."

      A man in rags threw his hands up in apparent terror. "I don't mean no harm. I'm just Victor."

      Marvin lowered his weapon a little. "We don't have enough to share."

      "Sure we do!" Luna said. "Come and sit by the fire, Santa."

      "Stay where you are!" Tucker snapped as the man, who, with his white beard and red coat, did resemble a particularly moth-eaten Saint Nick, went to sit down.

      "Honestly, I ain't even got no weapons. Not even a knife."

      "How have you survived on the streets these three months unarmed?"

      Santa shrugged. "I been on the streets twenty years, son. Never needed no protection other than …" He pointed skyward.

      Marvin relaxed. His gut told him the man was a genuine hobo and harmless at that. But he kept a grip on his gun and reconciled himself to sharing the beans and being hungry again within the hour.

      "Is this where you live when you're not making toys, Santa?"

      The old man sat on the curb and looked from Luna to Tucker. "She yours?"

      "He's not my daddy," Luna said. "My daddy's in Afghanistan. I let him come along with Dany and me so he's not lonely."

      Again, Santa looked from one to the other. Tucker gave a shrug, poured the beans into two mugs and gave the warm can containing the remainder to Santa.

      "Are you folks heading out of town?" he said, after noisily devouring the beans.

      "We're going across the bridge," Luna replied.

      "Evergreen?"

      "Yep."

      The old man licked the can and then threw it into the shadows beneath the overpass. "Well, you kids make sure you wrap up warm. It's a cold day and it'll be blowing pretty chill out in the middle of the lake."

      He pulled a packet of cigarettes out of his coat and put one in his mouth before offering another to Tucker. After a moment's hesitation, Tucker took it.

      "Didn't you know smoking is bad for your health?" Luna said, watching her guardian take a satisfying drag,

      "My first one in fifteen years, but I reckon it won't be my last," Tucker responded as he relished the bitter taste in his mouth and the instant buzz.

      "As for my health, kid," he waved around at the dead city. "I'm taking it one day at a time."

      Santa chuckled. "I been smokin' for fifty years and it never did me no harm." He ruined the effect by dissolving into a fit of chesty coughing. "This cold air's no good for my lungs, though."

      Luna rolled her eyes and went back to petting Dany, who was nuzzling into her. Dog food had been easier to find than human supplies, so she'd eaten better than her companions and was ready for another long walk.

      "But look," Santa continued, "why not stay here? There's good pickins if you know where to look. I used to be hungry, but now I eat like a king."

      "Are there any gangs around here?"

      Santa nodded. "Oh yeah, but it's not hard to keep out of their way. I ain't got nothin' they wanna steal anyway. Or so they think. And there's plenty around just waitin' for someone to give it a new home."

      "I reckon we'll keep on going," Tucker said. "We're heading to Spokane."

      "And then we're going to New York," Luna added.

      The adults shared a meaningful look before Santa got to his feet and held out his hand. "As I said, my name's Victor. If you run into any trouble, mention my name. Thanks for sharing your beans." This last was directed at Luna who treated him to a cheery smile.

      Tucker shook his hand and then watched as the old man shuffled off into the shadows before addressing Luna. "Well, when you get hungry, you just remember it's your fault. We don't invite strangers to share our food."

      "He wasn't a stranger, he's Santa."

      "There ain't no such thing as Santa Claus, kid."

      She treated him to a withering stare. "I know that. Like I told you, I'm ten, not stupid. But he didn't feel dangerous."

      "Can't trust your feelings. Rely on your senses, that's my advice. Now come on, I want to be well past the bridge by nightfall."

      

      Trouble found them once they were out over the water.

      "Hey you!" It was a woman's voice and she stood with a leveled shotgun blocking their way. Two male shapes emerged from a gap in the wall separating the walkway from the main highway.

      Tucker cursed himself for being too slow. He'd been nervous about stepping out over the water and had been trying to keep his mind focused when what he'd thought was simply some abandoned luggage had leaped up and leveled a gun on him.

      "Put your weapons down," the woman said. She was young and heavy set with mousy brown hair and wore what looked like a ski suit crowned by a bobble hat.

      The two men approached Marvin and watched as he slowly withdrew the gun from his pocket and dropped it to the ground. "We just wanna pass the bridge," he said, angry at himself for being so simply ambushed when he'd anticipated exactly that happening.

      "Oh, you can pass sure enough, once you've paid the toll."

      Tucker sighed. "We've only got what we're carrying on our backs!"

      "Down girl!" Luna said as Dany bared her teeth and growled at the approaching men.

      "Yeah, that's right, little girl, keep that thing under control or I'll put a bullet in its head."

      "She's not a thing, she's my friend."

      Tucker felt the pack being pulled from his shoulders.

      "Where are you folks going?" the big woman asked.

      "Across the bridge," Tucker said, biting back his anger.

      The woman's eyes narrowed. "And where then, big man?"

      "We're heading to Spokane," Tucker responded.

      "And then New York," Luna added.

      The woman regarded the girl. "And is he your daddy?"

      "Why does everyone ask that? No, same as I told Santa, we let him come along, Dany and me."

      "Santa?"

      "He said his name was Victor," Tucker said.

      The woman's eyes widened. "You met Victor?"

      "Yeah, and he said if we ran into any trouble, we was to say his name," Luna added.

      Tucker sensed the men who'd been rifling through his pack tense up and, as quietly as possible, refill and zip it up.

      "What happened?" the woman asked.

      Luna recapped the story.

      "He asked for food, and you gave him some?" the woman said.

      "Yeah, he looked hungry. Marvin didn't want to give him any of our beans, but I said we should."

      One of the men handed him his pack, picked up his weapon and gave it to him.

      The woman looked Marvin in the eye. "You've had a narrow escape."

      "What do you mean?"

      She was now scanning the shoreline as if checking to see if they were being watched. "He is much more dangerous than he looks. I guess he took a liking to you. And you gave him food—he is a perverted monster, but he has his own moral code."

      "Monster?"

      The woman was waving them on with exaggerated gestures. "Let's just put it like this," she said as Tucker walked past her. "He got very fat after that night in November. Since then, he's been haunting Montlake. Not many walk away from an encounter with Victor and I'll be glad if I never see him again."

      Tucker lengthened his stride as Luna jogged along beside him. She'd not heard what the woman had said. "See, I told you we should give Victor some food," the girl said, relieved. "All we had to do was use his name and they let us go! What a nice old man."

      "Yeah," Tucker said. He turned his attention to the end of the bridge, took her hand, and powered on.

      

      The sun was going down when they found what they were looking for. They'd kept up the pace as they walked along the 520 as Tucker had felt hemmed in by the high concrete walls that lined the road—they were almost as vulnerable there as they had been on the bridge.

      They had threaded their way between the abandoned vehicles blocking the road. Most had been broken open, but all were covered in a layer of dust that obscured their contents. They were low on supplies, but Tucker wanted to get as far out of Seattle as possible before they went scavenging. The encounter with Victor had creeped him out and he doubted he'd sleep well tonight.

      He'd seen a tunnel ahead and had decided to scramble up the embankment and walk along the top when he noticed that he could see through to the end. So, they jogged through and found, on the other side, that the road became clearer.

      "Will this one do?" Luna said with that whining tone unique to children of her age. She was almost entirely out of energy and they'd need to stop soon in any case.

      "Let me go first," Tucker said. It was a white Ford Explorer and looked intact. That usually meant that its former occupant was still inside, so Tucker held his breath as he yanked on the handle and opened the driver's door. The seat was empty, and an experimental sniff proved that there were no nasty surprises inside.

      "Well, I'll be," he said as he found a key in the ignition. "Must have run off somewhere. Unless it was out of gas."

      He got up into the driver's seat, made sure all the electronics were off and tentatively turned the key, fearing that the battery was dead. The starter motor whined pathetically, but at the second attempt the engine sputtered into life.

      "Get in, pumpkin," he called. "We're in luck. And there's enough in the tank to get us to Spokane!"

      Luna opened the passenger door and followed Dany inside, too tired to argue about their destination. She pulled her seatbelt on, curled up, and was almost instantly asleep.

      Tucker drove the car with the lights off for as long as he dared before pulling off the interstate into Bellevue. He picked his way through small suburban lanes and finally rolled into a parking lot in front of a row of workshops he could barely see in the near darkness.

      He nudged Luna and Dany awake, then went around and opened the trunk. "Well would you look at that?" he said, as a yawning Luna joined him.

      In the trunk were several cardboard boxes containing cans, dry food, and cartons of sterilized milk. Behind those sat a pair of suitcases. "Now what in the world made them run off and leave all this, I wonder?" Marvin said to himself.

      He took the flashlight from his pack and swung it along the row of buildings. "How about this one? It's a carpet shop. Ought to be able to make ourselves comfortable in there."

      Tucker found a toolkit in the trunk and took out the largest screwdriver. Using this, he was able to lever apart the door and its frame until, with a crack, it swung open.

      "You're good at that," Luna said.

      "Misspent youth," Marvin responded. "Let Dany go in first, she'll check the coast is clear. I doubt there was anyone in here that night, but it pays to be careful.

      No smell emerged through the open door and Marvin watched as the dog went in, sniffed around the main showroom for a minute or two, and then returned. "I reckon she's given it the all-clear. Follow me in."

      

      They made up a couple of beds using rolls of carpet piled on top of each other. Tucker heated some of the milk and they settled down to sleep.

      "Hopefully we'll get to Spokane tomorrow," he said as he wished Luna goodnight.

      "And then New York," she responded.

      Tucker shook his head in the darkness, rolled over and fell instantly asleep.
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      Nathan Woods wiped his forehead and took a swig of water. What did they say about going out in the noonday sun? He wasn't a mad dog and he was Texas born and bred, but this relentless pace in strength sapping heat was taking its toll. He cursed his luck—what should have been a walk in the park was proving an unexpected trial. It must have been more than 80 degrees and they were dressed for winter.

      He took a surreptitious look at his squad. McKenzie and Pavlov had held up fairly well, though both looked as though they were nearing their limits. Jake, on the other hand, despite having youth on his side, was running on empty.

      "We're going to take a thirty minute chow break," Woods said, to sighs of relief from his subordinates.

      "Sergeant, we need to reach our target in time to be able to return here before nightfall. There's no time for a lunch break."

      He'd expected this. Wozniak was their guide on this scouting mission. A likable enough man, but nervous and pedantic.

      "Relax, Jan. If we take five now, we'll get there all the quicker. You don't want to go out in this heat do you?"

      Wozniak was fit enough, but older than any of the others, and he nodded, though it was obvious he wasn't happy. "No more than thirty minutes, then."

      Woods shrugged. He was in charge of this mission, and it was his responsibility to see it through.

      He sat on the dusty floor of a house whose front windows had been smashed and rummaged for a ration pack. He was worried about Jake. He knew he shouldn't have brought him along, but he'd made a promise to Bella to keep an eye on the boy and this mission was taking him a long way from the rest of his unit.

      He'd been part of the guard assigned to a representative of the TLX on a diplomatic mission to Phoenix. Nathan hadn't been privy to the details, but it seemed that the president's aim was to unite all the southern states against the rumors of a recovering federal government in the north.

      The center of Phoenix had been secured by the city authorities, led by their mayor, Paulo Baptista, who'd survived the Long Night. Just as with the president of the TLX, he was an autocrat offering a chance of security to those who would follow him without question. So, Phoenix had a small army, a police force, and a civil population of tens of thousands—some in the central area, others in satellite communities. It had become, effectively, a city state controlling an expanding area that would soon reach the border with New Mexico and the TLX.

      Before traveling west, Nathan had been warned to prepare for an away mission, and to pick three others to accompany him. Disturbing rumors had been circulating about foreign troops on the coast and, though they were considered unlikely, it was Nathan's job to scout along the road towards San Diego. The authorities at Phoenix had confirmed some skirmishes with their scavenging parties but could give little more information—they had simply limited their activities to the West.

      And so Jan Wozniak had been assigned to take Nathan's unit to the location where the last encounter had happened, an intersection at a gas station in the little town of Quartzsite. As Wozniak related it, they'd gone to drain the fuel from the station tanks but were turned back by a heavily armed militia. According to him, they'd been native Arizonans, but he'd gotten a glimpse of others in the background in unfamiliar military uniforms. His guess was that they were Chinese, but his team hadn't hung around for long enough to find out and the authorities in Phoenix had decided, for now, to focus their efforts in other directions. Their priority, they said, was the day to day feeding of their citizens. International relations could wait.

      "Private, how are you doing?" Nathan said as he helped Jake to his feet.

      "I'm okay, sir. Can I ask a question?"

      Here it comes, thought Nathan. The boy still hadn't understood that it wasn't his place to understand what they were doing, it was his place to follow orders. Nevertheless, he nodded.

      "Why did we leave the Humvee so far away?"

      "That's simple enough, soldier," Nathan said. "This is flat country and we could be spotted from miles away in the Humvee. Our orders were to park four klicks from the intersection and proceed on foot."

      Jake went to ask another question but closed his mouth when he saw Nathan's expression. Good, perhaps he will get the picture eventually.

      "Mr. Wozniak, lead the way."

      

      It was no cooler when they emerged from the shade of the ruined house. It wasn't the temperature that bothered Nathan as much as the dryness of the air that was carried in on a hot breeze and seemed to drain the body of fluid with every step.

      They followed the edge of the road towards where Nathan's map said the intersection was. He had taken point, with Wozniak walking just behind him. Jake was next, followed by McKenzie and Pavlov. Of the five of them, only Nathan had credible military experience. Jake had been in the militia for a few weeks, McKenzie was a former cop, and Pavlov had been in the state guard, though in a largely administrative role. Not that Nathan had many options. He'd been promoted quickly because he was one of the few fully trained soldiers to survive the Long Night, so there weren't many to pick from.

      They'd encountered no signs of life whatsoever in their march from the Humvee and he was beginning to find this disturbing. Sure, a town like this with a small population and few natural resources was going to be a hard place to scratch out an existence, so he guessed the survivors had mainly fled. Still, with its abandoned cars covered in dust, looted houses, and utter silence, Quartzsite creeped him out. It was like the poster child of a nuclear holocaust.

      He turned, held his hand up and gestured ahead. They crossed carefully onto the main road leading to the intersection, keeping as low as possible and jogging between the small roadside buildings until they could clearly see the yellow and orange logo of Shell.

      Nathan pulled the binoculars from his pack and scanned the gas station. At first, he saw nothing but then he made out figures moving in the shade. Even from this distance, they were obviously carrying rifles and moving in the sorts of regular pattern characteristic of the military. From here, however, he couldn't see any details of their uniforms, the contrast between the shade and the blinding desert sun making it impossible.

      "There's someone there," he said to the others. "Our mission is to obtain footage that HQ can examine, so we're going to have to get a lot closer."

      "There's a Heaven's Kitchen right behind the gas station," Wozniak said. "I noticed it when we were here before. You should be able to get a good view from there. But we have to hurry; this place freaks me out."

      Nathan plotted a route from where they were hiding across the intersection to the restaurant. "Remember, move quickly, keep low. I can't see how many of them there are, but they certainly outgun us."

      He skirted the rear of the building, checked the line of sight to the gas station and fixed his gaze on his first target, a small factory building. When he was certain there were no moving figures in the distance, he set off across the gap at a crouching run.

      

      It took them an excruciating half an hour to make their way to the Heaven's Kitchen building. The place stank of dry decay, but the only way to get a good view of the gas station was to go inside and shoot their footage from there.

      "Masters, watch the door," Nathan said to Jake before leading others into the foul smelling interior.

      They found a window on the far side and Nathan got the camera out, pressing it against the cleanest part of the glass. It was nothing more than a cheap point and shoot, so they could all see what it was recording through the LCD panel on the back.

      "Are they Chinese, Sarge?" McKenzie said.

      Nathan squinted at the screen, zooming the image to focus on the man who'd emerged into the sunlight. He was definitely Asian, and his uniform was not US standard issue. It had a camouflage pattern that extended to his green helmet. On his shoulders sat red epaulets.

      "Oh my God," Nathan said. "They're North Korean!"

      "Seriously? North Korea's that crackpot country with the fat leader, ain't it?" Pavlov said. "They're tiny—how could they be here?"

      Nathan turned to him. "They had an army of six million, Pavlov."

      "Yeah, sir, but they'd have been wiped out just like ours was."

      Nathan thought about that for a moment. It had been some issue with the BonesWare implants that had caused the great die-off. "I'm not so sure, Private. I'm no expert, but I reckon it's pretty unlikely BonesWare ever got into North Korea. Good grief, they have the biggest army in the world and a megalomaniac as a leader."

      He sat for another ten minutes or so capturing footage and then, once he had enough in the can, turned to the others.

      The door of the restaurant kitchen burst open and the room was suddenly full of the shouting of men and the thuds of booted feet.

      "Put down your weapons!"

      They had no chance. Half a dozen North Korean soldiers, all but one pointing assault rifles at them. The other one, an officer, held a pistol aimed at Nathan's chest.

      "Drop your weapons," Nathan said. He'd had no time to pick up his carbine, but the other two were vainly trying to cover the enemy soldiers. "Put them down, that's an order."

      "Hand over the camera," the officer said in heavily accented English.

      "How did you know we had one?" Nathan asked, fishing it out of his pocket.

      Without answering, the officer snatched it from Nathan and handed it to Wozniak. "Here, take this back to your government, along with your report of our numbers."

      Wozniak nodded nervously. "I will, Captain. I'll tell them we saw a battalion at least."

      "You treacherous bastard," Nathan spat. And he knew that he and the others would be executed. Wozniak would return to Phoenix, the heroic survivor and the TLX authorities would get a completely incorrect impression of the numbers of North Korean troops. His mind whirred, even as he knew what was to come. This subterfuge only made sense if there were only a small number of enemy soldiers so far. They were trying to delay any attack by the TLX until they'd secured themselves.

      "I'm only following orders," Wozniak said, "just like you."

      "You were told to betray us? Why?"

      "There is no time for this," the North Korean captain interrupted. "You go, and we will deal with these."

      "He left a man to guard the entrance," Wozniak said, flinching from Nathan's look of utter contempt.

      The captain chuckled. "A good plan, except that we were already here." He turned to two of his men. "Go; finish him so our friend here can escape."

      At that moment, there was a deafening burst of gunfire and the officer fell to the floor. The North Koreans turned to face their attacker, one falling almost immediately.

      Nathan sprang for his weapon, which lay on the table where the officer had stood just as McKenzie and Pavlov threw themselves at the nearest soldiers. Nathan's first shot spat into the neck of one soldier while another began emptying the magazine of his Type 58.

      Nathan fell to the floor, showered in concrete fragments. As he looked under the table, he saw Pavlov's unseeing eyes staring back at him.

      For a moment, the barrage stopped, and Nathan gambled that the soldier was changing the magazine, popped his head above the table again, and took the man in the shoulder as another round hit him from behind, causing him to topple forward. The air stank of nitroglycerin as dust fell from the walls and ceiling.

      McKenzie was alive and there, crouching behind a chair, was Jake. He rose steadily to his feet.

      "Wozniak got away," he said. "I couldn't shoot him, he was unarmed."

      "Don't worry about that for now, get over here," Nathan called, gesturing him to the window which had exploded outwards.

      Shouts could be heard from outside.

      "They'll be on top of us any minute. Aim for the tanker; fire when ready."

      The North Koreans at the gas station should have been on them already, but they had been ordered to remain where they were and no-one, as yet, had found the courage to disobey that order even though something had clearly gone very wrong.

      Nathan sheltered behind the wall beneath the window and brought his carbine up. He prayed that the tanker wasn't empty and that his weapon could puncture it from this distance. Finally, the figures in the gas station began to move, grabbing weapons and getting into order under the cover of the shop. Jake was alongside him, aiming his weapon with the robotic precision of someone who has just learned to shoot. McKenzie, on his other side, was shooting left handed so he could stay under cover. Rounds fizzed through the window and exploded on the wall behind them.

      And then, quite suddenly, the tanker exploded.

      The fireball erupted in all directions, incinerating everyone on the forecourt and throwing men like popping corn to lie burning on the sand and asphalt.

      By the time it reached the window, it was like opening an oven door. Acrid roiling smoke filled the room.

      "Come on," he said, coughing. "We won't have got them all. We need to get back to the Humvee."

      "What about Pavlov?" Jake said.

      Nathan knelt beside the fallen soldier, closed his eyes, and ripped the dog tag from his neck. "We either go now or die here," he said.

      They ran back the way they came, ignoring the screams of pain from the gas station. They heard shouts from behind them and knew the chase was on. But whoever they were, they didn't know the surrounding roads, so the three exhausted soldiers were able to lose them by running from house to house, yard to yard.

      Finally, they arrived back at the house they'd had their noon break in. Evening had come and the air was cooler, so they didn't stay for more than a few minutes.

      "Well done, Jake," Nathan said. "You had our backs."

      Jake shook his head. "I can't even think about it. I heard them when they came out of the kitchen, so I crept round until I could get a clear view."

      "You did good."

      "You sure did, kid," McKenzie added, slapping Jake on the shoulder. "Welcome to the army."

      "Let's get back to the Humvee before we lose the light. We can sleep in the vehicle then head back to Phoenix in the morning."

      "Unless that snake has gotten there before us."
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      Sergeant Tam Quinn squinted through the windscreen of the APV, searching the darkening skies for the telltale lights of an incoming plane. He wasn't a reflective man, but even he found himself imagining what it must have been like at Rickenbacker International Airport before the Long Night. Venus was setting on a cloudless dusk, but the Evening Star was the only pinprick in an otherwise unbroken firmament. It was as if humanity had never existed.

      "Incoming!"

      Quinn followed the direction his subordinate was indicating. Private Grant had two decades on his sergeant and it took a few seconds before Quinn could make out the faint moving lights and the even fainter white fuselage as it approached the runway.

      "Fire her up," he said, and the APC roared into life. He turned to the squad huddled behind him. "Remember, our orders are to take them alive; though, if they resist, any females can be eliminated."

      Quinn saw them fidgeting at this. "No, I don't know why any more than you do, but those are our orders. If they have any sense, they'll give themselves up."

      "Sarge, ATC reports that they're approaching runway two."

      "Get us over there," Quinn responded. Typical. A fifty-fifty chance, and of course they were waiting at the wrong one.

      

      The plane came to a halt, silence falling like a blanket as its engines cut out. Quinn's squad gathered around the nose and he walked forward, megaphone in hand.

      "Occupants of the plane. You are surrounded and ordered to surrender immediately."

      There was no sign of any movement inside, so, after repeating the warning, Quinn carefully approached the nose of the aircraft. It was too high to see directly in, but there were no moving shadows. His ears strained to hear the sound of weapons being readied. Nothing.

      He gestured to Grant. "Get the door open."

      Private Grant examined the instructions, placed his hand over the release, and looked to his sergeant who raised his weapon and nodded.

      Grant flipped the handle then pressed the stud release and the door raised itself a few inches. He grabbed the sides and, in one fluid movement, stepped back, allowing the door to drop down and the steps to emerge.

      Quinn put the carbine to his eye and stood on the bottom step and, with infinite care, raised himself inch by inch until he could look along the floor of the passenger cabin. "This is your final warning. Drop your weapons, raise your hands, and come out now."

      No response. The members of the squad was now gathered around the plane, waiting for his next action. He took a small canister from his belt, pulled the tab, and lobbed the tear gas into the cabin before stepping back down to the tarmac.

      "There's nobody on board, Sarge," Grant said, though he kept his rifle to his shoulder.

      "Planes don't land themselves," Quinn responded, though he had no explanation. Perhaps they'd killed themselves to avoid capture.

      Once the smoke had cleared, Quinn ran up the steps, swept the interior and then went into the pilot's cabin as his squad checked the small passenger compartment.

      "You really shouldn't be here."

      The voice was coming from the instrument panel in front of the pilot's seat.

      "Who said that?"

      "I have opened a valve in the fuel tank and aviation fuel is now spilling onto the runway. In twenty seconds, I will cause a spark to ignite it. This is your only warning. Nineteen, eighteen …"

      It took a moment for his brain to process what the voice had just said, and then he thought he could smell the pungent aroma of gas spilling.

      "Evacuate the aircraft, immediately!" he called, "Now, I said!"

      The men began running back along the fuselage and down the steps. Quinn felt his guts tightening as he kept a running count of the seconds remaining.

      "Get as far away as possible!" he called. "No! Not in the APC, it's too close. Run!"

      Suddenly, the sky lit up and he felt the roaring heat on his back as he threw himself to the ground. With a whoomf, the plane was lost in a curtain of flames.

      

      It had been a desperate last throw of the dice, but it had paid off. So far. It had been Solly's idea to have Alison pilot the plane to Rickenbacker after her human friends had disembarked at Springfield-Beckley airport, which was along the same flight path. They'd been lucky that Springfield had been completely abandoned and they were able to quickly find a pickup and drive to an uncertain welcome at Wright-Patterson.

      Scott's shoulder and head were both wrapped in bandages, but his eyes were bright and he was now well enough for his anger to surface.

      "We had no choice," Solly said. "We were low on fuel and we knew they'd be waiting for us at Rickenbacker. And, besides, you'd lost a lot of blood. If we'd waited any longer, you'd be dead."

      "Then you should have let me die rather than bring Alison here," Lee said, though Solly suspected his heart wasn't entirely in it. He was angry, certainly, but he was also grateful to be alive.

      "How is the patient?"

      Solly turned to see Colonel McBride as he entered briskly and took up station beside the bed.

      "He thinks I made a huge mistake coming here," Solly said.

      "And what do you think, Mr. Masters?"

      Solly shrugged. "How does the saying go? ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend?’ I figured that after your encounter with the Lee Corporation, you might be prepared to help us."

      "Well, it's certainly very irregular, but then what isn't these days? Will you walk with me?"

      Solly followed the Colonel into the sterile corridor of the military hospital.

      "I'll be quite clear with you," McBride said, "I nearly shot you down when you were on approach and when you identified yourself, my finger was itching to pull the trigger. We lost a lot of good men that night and Wright-Patterson is only just returning to normal operations. And on top of that, there's the new D.C. government."

      "I'm glad you chose to help us. This is bigger than either you or me, or even this base."

      They walked out into the sunshine, heading for the colonel's office in the administration block. "That much I understood when their helicopter landed. I had no idea the Lees had a paramilitary force of their own."

      The colonel gestured for Solly to take a seat in front of his desk. "Look, I'm no fool and I'm a good judge of character. Now, I think I can trust you, and if that sheriff's bent then I'm a quarterback, but Scott Lee is another matter. He co-founded the company. And he's supposed to be dead!"

      Solly leaned back in his chair and gazed out over the base through the office window. It was late afternoon and figures walked briskly in the distance, occasionally standing aside for a vehicle to pass them. It looked like the epitome of organized efficiency.

      "You have a point, Colonel. I'm not sure I trust him entirely, either, but then I've barely spoken to him since we broke him out of the Lee building. Sheriff Ramos knows him better and even she's not completely convinced, though he'd have to be a master manipulator to have gone through all he endured at the hands of his former colleagues."

      "Well, I'll be keeping an eye on him," McBride said.

      "Have you heard from D.C.?" Solly asked.

      McBride stiffened a little, though he tried to hide it. "We have indeed. I had a call from the president," he said with a tone that suggested he'd be giving that last word air quotes if he wasn't a colonel. "They've re-established limited satellite communication and we're ordered to send a detailed report to the White House and in person."

      "Will you be going yourself?" Solly asked, though he could tell from McBride's reaction that he was walking on dangerous ground.

      "No, I can't leave the base. We've only just reestablished order and I've got both military personnel and civilians to think of. I'll send a detachment under a trusted officer. I'll rely on the reports I receive back before deciding on our next move. Now, talking of next moves, what are your intentions, Mr. Masters?"

      "I'm leaving. As far as I'm concerned, the only good thing to come out of the last few days is that I'm now 2,000 miles closer to where I started from. Ross and I are going home." He realized as he said that word that he meant it—the farmhouse was his home now. He  would have to head south soon enough as he knew now that Bella, Jake, and Maddie might not have died that night, but all he wanted right now was to see Janice and the others. Especially Janice. He hated himself for it. Blood is thicker than water? Not in this new world.

      "And you'll be taking that machine with you?" McBride said, gesturing at Solly, who nodded solemnly.

      "I will." Truth to tell, he'd had mixed feelings when Alison had transferred successfully back into her cylinder from the plane's avionics. She'd known there was a risk that the distance was too great and yet she'd accepted the mission anyway. She leaped into the ether in the hope of finding her way back home and he should have been grateful to see the cylinder light up again. But he felt burdened by responsibility. To the people at the farmhouse, to his family in Texas and, now, to the whole world. And that was the obligation he felt most resentful of.

      "Will the sheriff go with you?"

      Solly shrugged. "I doubt it. Her daughter and her home are both in the west."

      Colonel McBride got up and held out his hand. "I deal in practical reality, Mr. Masters, and I have quite enough of that to manage here. I don't pretend to fully understand or, indeed, to entirely believe what you've told me of your mission …"

      "You and me both, Colonel."

      McBride smiled as they shook. "But I wish you a fair wind and a star to steer by."
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        * * *

      

      Christine Blaise slumped over her desk and buried her head in her hands. Every last ounce of gratitude she'd felt for surviving the Long Night had been wrung from her soul by the events of the past weeks. She'd been woken by a call from her assistant that night and had spent the following hours watching the apocalypse unfold before her eyes.

      She'd been driven to her office along roads crowded with the terrified and the dead until her driver had collapsed at an intersection and she'd been forced to complete the journey with his corpse curled up in the passenger seat. She still couldn't work out how she'd managed to move his body across, putting it down to the adrenaline of sudden and complete terror.

      Over the following days, she'd felt herself at the center of a fragmenting web until, finally, she'd been forced to abandon her post and seek shelter at one of the government facilities out in the country.

      President Kowalski died on the first night as had the next eleven people in the order of succession. Ryan O’Reilly, Secretary of Transporation then inherited the hotseat before dying mysteriously three days later. Finally, the blood letting was over. And she was the last person standing. The poisoned chalice was hers.

      She'd never expected, when she was appointed Secretary of Homeland Security, that the nineteen people ahead of her in the succession would all die either on the Long Night or shortly afterwards. Yet here she was, behind the famous desk in the White House, backed by the authority of the Constitution. But she knew well enough that her power stemmed entirely from the support of General Melrose, who was now the head of the three branches of the military which, at that time, amounted to the surviving service personnel who'd been based in the area under D.C.'s control when the Long Night had happened. Not exactly a functioning military force.

      "Madam President?"

      Blaise looked up to see her Chief of Staff—again, not the position of power it once might have been—holding a cup of tea and wearing a worried expression.

      "What is it, Joel?"

      "They're here, Madam President."

      She took a wet wipe from her desk drawer and ran it over her face. It was a futile attempt to freshen up, but it was better than nothing.

      "Show them in, please," she said.

      Moments later, two people entered. One was a tall woman of Oriental appearance, the other a man whose only exceptional feature was his averageness. She'd remember nothing of him once he'd left and she instinctively knew that the power lay with the other.

      "Madam President, it is an honor," the woman said. "I am Administrator Chen of the Lee Corporation, and this is my assistant, John Galloway."

      "Please, sit down," Blaise said, gesturing to the ornate chairs in front of the desk.

      Her Chief of Staff entered with a pot of tea on a silver tray and placed it on the desk before leaving again.

      "Thank you, Madam President. I didn't receive such hospitality the last time I was in this office."

      This caught Blaise off her guard. "You've been in the Oval Office before?"

      Chen nodded. "I met with your predecessor a year or so ago. He was somewhat unfriendly. He seemed to believe that we were avoiding paying our full measure of taxes."

      "Ah, yes. There was quite the public stink about that." She couldn't think of anything that demonstrated how much the world had changed more than a squabble about taxation.

      "I was forced to remind him of the generous contributions the Lee Corporation made to his presidential campaign."

      Blaise lifted the teacup to her lips and sipped the hot, sweet liquid. "That was another time. Now, why did you request this meeting?"

      "Good, to business then," Chen said. "You, Madam President, have a refugee problem."

      Blaise tried desperately to conceal her surprise. "Do we?"

      "This is not the time for political maneuverings," Chen said. "We have our methods of gathering information and we know that people are approaching Washington, D.C. from north, south, east and west. You have established camps, but they are descending into chaos. You cannot feed such an influx, at least not in the short term. When order is restored, you will, I'm sure, find a way to access and distribute the nation's emergency food reserves—if they still exist, but for now you have a crisis on your hands. We can help."

      "Are you telling me that the Lee Corporation is a functioning entity, even after the Long Night?"

      "Indeed we are."

      Blaise slammed her fist on the desk and leapt to her feet. "And yet it was you who designed and built the implants that killed nineteen out of twenty Americans. I have a good mind to have you tried for treason!"

      For a moment, Chen's mask slipped and a flicker of emotion—was it fear?—passed across her face. And then it was gone. "If a terrorist shoots a police officer, do you blame the maker of the gun he used?"

      "Are you saying you had nothing to do with what happened that night?"

      "I am saying exactly that, Madam President."

      "Then how do you explain that Lee Corporation employees survived when so many others died?"

      Again, Chen froze momentarily. "We have theories," she said, speaking so quietly that Blaise had to lean forward to hear her. "We always introduce new models into our workforce before they go into the mass market. We believe that they were resistant to the attack."

      "How very convenient."

      "Madam President, we can sit here and argue about the past, or we can deal with the here and now. You have thousands of people starving in makeshift refugee camps. We have a cargo ship full of supplies waiting to be unloaded. We will feed your citizens and, thus, stabilize your government."

      "And what do you want in return?" Blaise asked, preparing herself for the hammer blow.

      "The continental United States is yours to govern," Madam President, "except for New York and Seattle. They belong to us. That is our price."
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      Bella handed the binoculars over to Skulls and rolled onto her back. They were hiding behind trash cans on a small rise overlooking their target. Al sat uncomfortably at her feet, and Maddie was slouching in the shadows with Father O'Rourke.

      "I can only see one guard," she said.

      At least they now had a plan. One way or another, they needed to get Luke released and the mayor was the key to that. And to get to her, they needed inside help. The challenge had been to get their hands on someone who'd know enough to be useful without giving themselves away and that meant isolating their target.

      O'Rourke had said that there was a storage facility on the edge of town, so they'd driven over the previous night to check it out.

      "Okay, this is our chance, I reckon," Skulls said, sitting up. "Al, are you sure you want to be the decoy?"

      The old man smiled. "Sure. I got the least to lose, and I don't reckon he'll feel threatened by such a frail old man."

      "Well, you be careful, Pop," Bella said, kissing him on the cheek. "And don't overdo the frailty, it doesn't suit you."

      She watched as her father slipped off along the road that ran parallel to the storage plant, feeling a lump in her throat borne of pride and fear that she'd never speak to him again.

      "I'll take care too," Skulls said, leaning down and kissing her cheek.

      "Oh, I know you'll be okay; you're indestructible."

      He gave a tiny smile and then ran off in the opposite direction to Al. He was going to get as close to the gates as he could without attracting attention—speed was going to be of the essence.

      Minutes later, Bella watched her father walking slowly along the road looking for all the world like he was going to collapse at any moment. She could see him looking to his right, into the facility from time to time, and then he stopped, as if wanting to be sure that he wasn't mistaken, before continuing to stumble on.

      The guard brought his weapon to bear and Bella could hear his warning call. Al raised his hands, swaying a little. Don't overact, Pop, Bella thought as the guard waved him forward. She winced as, with his free hand, the guard pulled on Al's coat, causing him to stagger before, satisfied that he had no weapons, he relaxed a little and began questioning him.

      Like a cat stalking its prey, Skulls slunk out of the shadows and he was on the guard before he could bring his weapon round. The guard's body went limp as he felt cold metal against his temple and Skulls prodded him up the slope to where the others waited.

      "This is Greg," Skulls said when they arrived. "He's agreed to help us."

      The guard was a stocky man who looked as though he wore a car tire around his waist. He was sweating, though Bella couldn't tell whether that was out of fear or simply because he'd been forced to jog for a hundred yards.

      "Look, I don't want no trouble, but if the mayor hears I've left my post, it'll be the noose for me."

      "Why do you work for someone so brutal?" Bella asked.

      "’Cause not working for her ain't an option if a fella wants to see another sunrise. Hey, Father O'Rourke! Is it really you?"

      The priest stepped out of the shadows and embraced the fat guard. "Gregory, my friend," he said, before shaking his head sadly. "What have you become? Are you truly one of the guards of Golgotha?"

      "I’m sorry, Father. I am weak," he said. "Say, does that mean you're the fella who rescued him from the gallows?"

      He stuck out his hand and strode over to Skulls, who stepped back, keeping his gun on the guard.

      "Oh," Greg said, as if suddenly remembering that they were on different sides. "Well, I'm sure grateful you did that, and I'll help if I can."

      "Hold on a minute," Al interrupted. "This is all well and good, but what's going on in that so-called storage facility? I saw folk in there, plenty of folk. Looked as though they were crammed in like sardines."

      The guard's face dropped, and he turned to address the priest. "Look, Father, I swear I didn't know anything about it."

      "About what, my son?"

      "You know the policy," he said, swallowing nervously. "Only the fit and able are accepted into the community. I was lucky to get in myself." He tapped his ample stomach as if to emphasize the point.

      O'Rourke nodded solemnly. "Yes, and those that are not admitted are sent on their way."

      "No, Father. May God forgive us, but they're not. They end up here." He cast his eyes to the ground and shook his head.

      "Why?" Skulls said. "What happens to them?"

      "Tell us, my son," O'Rourke said, obviously dreading the answer.

      "Labor."

      "What?"

      Again, he shook his head as if denying the words coming out of his mouth. "They're working in the fields, turning them over from cotton to grain so we'll have stores for next winter. And many other jobs. Things the folk of Elizabeth don’t want to do."

      "But these are the old and infirm, what good are they for labor?" Bella asked, unable to remain silent any longer.

      Greg wiped a tear from his scarlet cheeks. "They don't last long and then they're buried in the fields to feed the crops, but there's always more comin' in to replace them. I'm sorry, miss. I swear I didn't know this was happening."

      "My God, it's the concentration camps all over again," Al said, his face white with shock. "We've got to help them, Isabella."

      "What can we do? There are other guards, I imagine?"

      Greg nodded. "Not so many as before they started hunting for you. One on the gate, three inside the facility, and others in the fields when they're working. But there's no place for these folks to go, even if you did break them out. You can't take them with you."

      "And don't forget we're supposed to be rescuing Luke!" Maddie said, speaking for the first time.

      "We hadn't forgotten, Maddie," Bella said, failing to conceal the anger in her voice, "but if your grandfather was in that place, wouldn't you want to do something about it?"

      "Like what?"

      No one spoke.

      "Look, I think we should deal with one problem at a time," Skulls said calmly. "We came here to find a way to Luke, so we need to know whether Greg here is going to be helpful."

      The color drained from the guard's face. "Wha…what do you want me to do?"

      

      They left the RV parked up just outside the town center while Bella, Al, and Maddie walked in. Bella had insisted Skulls had to wait with O'Rourke in an abandoned shop—they were both far too recognizable and their presence would endanger rather than help the mission. Their job would be to race to the RV and drive it into town if a quick getaway was needed. The signal would be a double gunshot.

      The plan was simple enough. Greg had revealed that the mayor would be holding a ceremony marking the arrival of the supplies from the most recent raid on the nearby towns. She'd be surrounded by security, but she was still far more vulnerable than when she was in the town hall. Bella also thought she detected complacency when they met—the woman thought she had the town so under her heel that they couldn't possibly oppose her—and was banking on that to help her get close.

      "Come on," she said as she increased her pace. The ceremony was due to take place at 2pm and Bella wanted to be able to slip into the crowd once it had gathered, hoping to lose herself among the faces.

      She tapped her pocket and felt the reassuring weight of her handgun swinging back and forth against her hip. "There it is."

      A group of people had gathered around the open door of a MiniMart. As they approached, they could hear the quiet mumble of people talking to each other out of the corners of their mouths. It had the air of a community obligation and not a celebration.

      Bella and the others took their place against the wall, keeping as many people between themselves and the open square as possible.

      "Here she comes," Maddie whispered as she gestured with her shoulder.

      The mayor appeared from their left, flanked by half a dozen police officers. She walked with the confidence of a savior come to deliver her people.

      Beside the shop stood a truck and, as she strode across the road, a man appeared from behind it, jumped up onto the tailgate and pushed the shutter upwards with a rasping sound that brought everyone's attention to it and the approaching mayor.

      Bella began to edge towards the front of the crowd while the mayor took her place beside the back of the truck as the first boxes were unloaded.

      "People of Elizabeth," she called. Silence fell like the closing of a sarcophagus lid. "We are gathered here to celebrate the fruits of our labors. These supplies are but one part of those gathered by our comrades who work tirelessly to secure our future. Canned goods, boxed foods, and basic medical supplies, as well as the essentials for hygiene will be put into our stores."

      "And who decides when we get our share, Mayor?"

      The people in the crowd turned, as one, to the source of the voice. A young woman stood, visibly trembling but determined. A baby's head was poking out of the top of her coat, resting under her chin.

      "What is your name?" the mayor said, her voice barely carrying to where Bella stood.

      "Jessica. Jessica Danes."

      "Well then, Jessica, the supplies will be distributed according to need."

      Another voice, just behind the young woman, now spoke. "And who decides that, Mayor? ’Cause I don't recall casting a vote for you."

      Someone near Bella let out an audible gasp.

      "I see that the people of this town are becoming accustomed to being fed and housed. Perhaps they are taking it for granted. Perhaps they have forgotten the chaos that reigns outside our borders. The chaos they were escaping when they came here. You would not be safe for long, Jessica," the mayor said, not hiding her venom.

      "You didn't let my grandfather in!" Jessica said, shaking with anger and terror. "You took him away from us. Where is he now?"

      Mayor Kennedy turned to the cop standing next to her. "Escort this woman to the road. She can go look for her grandfather while we care for those who appreciate the community we've built here."

      An angry murmur seemed to rise from all around Bella as the police officer stepped forward and grabbed the woman's arm. "No, I'm sorry! Please, I just wanted to be fed!"

      The mayor ignored Jessica's increasingly frantic pleas as she was dragged away. "Now, is there anyone else who'd like to register their disagreement with our policies?"

      It seemed as though the whole crowd slumped and looked to the floor. Which was why, as the mayor's gaze swept over them in triumph, her eyes met Bella's.

      "You!" she cried.

      Bella's guts filled with ice. It had all gone wrong—she wasn't nearly close enough to be able to grab the woman.

      "Get her!" the mayor shouted, and the cops began to move in Bella's direction as the crowd parted.

      Bella pushed Maddie to one side, but one of the cops had seen it and was about to grab her when the mayor called, "Stop!"

      Spinning round, Bella saw the mayor, and standing next to her with a loaded gun to her head, was Al.

      

      "You won't get away with this!" Mayor Kennedy hissed as she was marched towards the police station, her escort of cops following and, behind them, a gathering crowd of the curious and hopeful.

      "Can it, sister," Al responded, "unless you can come up with something a bit more original."

      He's actually enjoying this, Bella thought as she walked alongside them.

      They reached the jail which was built into the back of the police station. By this time, just about the entire police force was gathered there waiting, some with weapons drawn. Others seemed remarkably unconcerned. A crowd of townsfolk surrounded them all.

      "Move away from the entrance," Al called. At a nod from the mayor, the cops gave them some space. "Now, go fetch the boy you've got in the cells and bring him out here."

      It took five tense minutes for Luke to appear. He looked in good health, blinking in the daylight as he ran into Maddie's embrace.

      "Right, now you'll come along with us. If you're a good girl, we'll let you go when we get to the town boundary."

      "You won't get far," she snarled. "We'll hunt you down for this."

      Al simply smiled at her and nodded to Bella who raised her handgun and fired two rounds into the sky.

      "No!!!" A shape leaped out of the crowd and threw itself at the mayor, knocking Al to the floor.

      Bella stepped forward to help her father to his feet, then looked up to see a man pinning Kennedy to the ground, his knife at her throat. "You think you can get away with throwing Jess to the lions, do you? I thought that old man was gonna do for you, but it seems that pleasure is goin' to be all mine. You're the devil's spawn and you'll end no more lives."

      People in the crowd gasped and the watching police officers stood like statues as they waited for the deadly blow.

      "I can't let you do that," Bella said, pointing her gun at the man's head.

      "Why not?" he spat. "She's killed enough. And likely ruined more lives than we know."

      Bella stepped forward and put her hand on the man's shoulder. "That's true, but if you kill her without due process, you're no better than she is."

      He looked up at her, red eyes wide with fury and grief. And in that moment, one of the mayor's guards swept forward, grabbed his arm and pulled him off the mayor. At the same instant, and as Bella swung her gun around, another guard grabbed it out of her hand.

      Mayor Kennedy got to her feet as gracefully as she could manage and gestured to the guard to hand over Bella's weapon. "How dare you?" she hissed. "How dare you? I believe we will dispense with the formalities and proceed straight to judgment. You are all found guilty of threatening and abducting a lawfully appointed official and your sentence is death for you and your accomplices. To be carried out immediately."

      "But, Madam Mayor, she saved your life."

      To Bella's utter astonishment, these words were spoken by the guard who'd taken her weapon.

      "Do not question my orders! She assaulted me and will receive her punishment."

      "Surely she should be tried, Madam Mayor?"

      Kennedy spun round to the other guard, who was still holding the attacker. “Bring him along, he can hang too. You all saw what he did. Now, obey my orders and bring these prisoners to the gallows. We will not delay cleansing the town of their corruption. Carry out my orders!"

      The guard let go of the man and dropped his handgun into its holster.

      Mayor Kennedy raised her weapon in one smooth motion and shot him in the chest.

      In a blur, the first guard grabbed her gun, ripped it from her hands and pressed his weapon to her temple so hard she screeched with pain. "You bitch!" he roared. "You callous bitch!"

      "No!" Bella shouted. "Don't do it." She grabbed his arm, feeling his muscles shaking with fury, the last vestiges of self control holding him back from pulling the trigger.

      "It's time to turn the corner," Bella said, more softly now. "No more frontier justice, no more brutality. There's plenty of blame to go around, but tonight's not the night for retribution. For all her faults, she's created an oasis here. Don't throw it all away."

      He turned his head to her. "You want her to be mayor again, after all she's done?"

      "Oh no," Bella said. "I want to see her locked away for good. Her time has passed, and she will have to pay for her crimes. But right now, what you need is peace and order."

      The guard nodded to the police officers and one jogged up. "Cuff her and throw her in the cells."

      As she watched the mayor being dragged away, cursing at the watching people, Bella heard a vehicle coming to a halt behind her and two pairs of feet running in their direction.

      "What's going on?" Skulls said.

      "You can put your weapon down," the guard said. "You're under no threat here. The mayor's been deposed. Arnie, put the call out to bring that girl back safe to her man." One of the watching police officers acknowledged the command and ran into the station.

      Bella turned to embrace Skulls while the guard addressed the crowd.

      "Some of you have good reason to pick a fight with me, but as the lady says, we all have to come together, or this community will be lost. We need someone to lead us through this change, at least until we can have an election. Who wants to take that on? Father?" He pointed at O'Rourke, who'd come to stand beside Bella and Skulls.

      "Oh no, my son. I am a humble servant of God and wouldn't know where to start."

      "Her," said the man who'd attacked the mayor. "She can do it. She's from outside, so she's got no history. She's got the guts and she does what's right. I think the town could do with a leader like her. She saved me from becoming a murderer."

      Bella's jaw dropped and she shook her head as she saw the nods of approval from around her. "No, I can't do it. We're heading for D.C. We're looking for somewhere safe."

      "Then help us make this place safe," the man said.

      And so, just like that, she was trapped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Marvin Tucker's mood had darkened as they'd skirted the western side of Spokane, WA. Luna sat alongside him, somehow sharing her seat with Dany whose attention was on the road ahead. Every now and again, she'd let out a little growl as, Tucker imagined, she spotted something invisible to her human companions.

      It was a cold winter's morning as they entered Fairfield. The frost was steaming off in the early sun and the going was slow as Tucker was forced to maneuver around abandoned cars and trucks that had been left to rot along with their occupants.

      "Looks like the place was completely abandoned," he said. "And no one's been back. I don't get it."

      "Was this where you lived before … before…" Luna said, trying to frame her words. Tucker had been grumpier than usual with her today and she felt as though she was walking on eggshells.

      He shook his head. "Not for a long time. Ten years, twelve, something like that. I moved to Arbroath back when I split up with my wife."

      "Oh, I'm sorry. Didn't you like each other anymore?"

      Despite himself, her innocent bluntness brought a smile to his face. "You could say that. She decided she liked the mailman more'n she liked me. Can't say I entirely blame her; I wasn't easy to live with."

      "Yes, I know."

      He looked out of the corner of his eye at her, but there was no sign of any snarkiness. And she was right. He'd been hard on her, especially the last couple of days. Why had he decided it would be a good idea to come back here? It would have been bad enough in normal times to be driving the streets he'd last abandoned at high speed all those years ago, but to find them almost unrecognizable was somehow worse. He tried desperately to shake off the funk he was descending into.

      "Just up here is the house we lived in, d'you want to go take a look?"

      "Sure. Can we go in? I need to use the restroom."

      Tucker grunted his assent. "As long as there's no one living there," he said.

      "Do you think your wife might be there?"

      "Ex wife," he said. "And no, she moved out east years ago. Here we are, this is the road."

      Tall pine trees lined the street on both sides and set behind long grass lawns were ranch houses in varying states of repair, though all looked unoccupied.

      "I don't like it," Tucker said. "We haven't seen a single soul since we turned off the highway. Something's not right."

      "Nothing's been right for a long time."

      "No, I don't mean that. There should be some people here, even just a few. This would be as good a place to hunker down as anywhere. Better than the city, that's for sure."

      They crawled along as Tucker weaved around cars abandoned in the street until they came to a halt outside a single story house. An old RV stood in the driveway and, alongside it, a station wagon.

      "They painted it," Tucker said. "What sort of a color is that for a house?"

      "I think they call it duck egg blue."

      "Well, it was white when I lived here."

      "I like the blue."

      "I don't. Now, d'you want to get out or not?"

      "Yeah, I need to go."

      "Then wait here while I check it out."

      "I thought you said there was no one here."

      "I said I hadn't seen no one. That ain't the same thing."

      He pulled onto the drive, took the Glock and got out. In truth, it helped that the house had been painted, as it didn't look quite like the home he'd lived in, but he still felt the weight of history pulling him down.

      Rotting leaves from the sycamore tree on the front lawn lay piled up in front of the garage door. The place wasn't being lived in, he was certain, but he wasn't going to let the girl inside until he'd checked whether it was occupied.

      He skirted his way around the building until he was looking over the back garden. The little pond was still here, melting ice floating on its surface. Something caught his eye, something out of place at the bottom of the garden. He jogged over and found himself looking at a row of three wooden crosses, each bearing a name. A family. And someone had given them a decent burial. Tucker found himself almost overwhelmed by the emotion of this little gesture of compassion and wiped the tears from his eyes. A decade ago, he'd played catch down here with his little pumpkin.

      He turned to move back up the garden, curious to find any other evidence of the person or people who'd done this and then almost fell over something lying in the flower bed. He jumped back as he recognized the remains of a booted foot.

      Tucker forced himself to part the bushes and there, at their base, he saw the dark remnants of a human body. And it had quite obviously been feasted upon.

      Fighting back his revulsion, he strode back towards the house. So, it looked as though someone came to the house, cleared out the bodies he or she found there and then died in the garden. There had been no one here to care for the grave digger. Tucker resolved to amend that before they moved on, it was the least he could do.

      The back door was unlocked, and the house smelled of nothing more than dust with a hint of damp. It was an aroma that took him back a decade and a half to happy times in a family home. The place had the superficial trappings of another's house, but, in his heart, he felt as though he'd never left.

      He double checked the bedrooms, but there was no sign that anything horrific had happened here. The king size bed in the main bedroom had what looked like fresh linen, but it was when he went into the smaller room that the river of grief that had been flowing beneath the surface broke its banks. The decorations in pumpkin's room hadn't been changed at all since he'd last been here, the walls still painted the lurid pink she adored, but it had long ago been turned into storage. The tears fell again as he remembered her and the loss that had been the catalyst for everything that had happened since. For a moment he stood there wondering whether that tragedy had somehow prepared him for the global catastrophe of the Long Night. Maybe because he'd stopped caring much about himself and others, he'd survived better than most.

      He moved silently into the living room and looked out at the car and the girl who sat impatiently waiting for him. Yeah, he'd stopped caring. Until now.

      

      "I like this place," Luna said as she returned from the bathroom. Tucker had taken a jug from the kitchen and filled the toilet tank with water from the pond so she could use it. "Where will Dany and I sleep?"

      "You can have the big bedroom. I'll sleep on the couch."

      "Really? You don't mind?"

      "Knock yourself out."

      "Can I go play in the yard?"

      "Not yet. I've got a job to do out there, then I'll make us somethin' to eat. We can go for a walk then, if you want."

      "Oh good. I think Dany needs a long walk. She went to the bathroom on your lawn. Sorry."

      "It ain't my lawn no longer, kid, so don't worry," he said. He found a shovel, a black bag, and a pair of thick work gloves in the garage and headed into the back garden.

      The remains were those of a man called Chester Biggs, according to the driver's license in his wallet. The picture showed a rotund man in his thirties. A decent man who'd done the right thing by the previous occupants of the house and had then died in the garden. But what had killed him? It was impossible to tell. It must have happened fairly soon after the Long Night because his body was badly decomposed, despite the cold weather. And much of it was missing.

      He dug a hole alongside the other graves at the bottom of the garden. It was neither six feet long nor six feet deep, and yet it took him most of the morning to cut into the frozen turf, pausing only to shout at Luna when she called him from the back door. When it was done, he gritted his teeth and slid the shovel under the remains and slid the black bag's opening underneath. A foul smell leaped from the remains as he disturbed them, and he was forced to hold his breath as he got them inside the bag and sealed it.

      He dragged the bag across the grass and into the hole before filling it. The other markers had been made from pieces of fencing, so he went back into the garage, found some spare bits of wood and a permanent marker.

      "What are you doing out there?" Luna asked as he reappeared in the house, the cross under his arm.

      He sighed. "Well, you might as well see, because you're gonna find out soon enough. Follow me."

      They stood beside the four graves. "I don't want to stay here no longer, Marvin."

      He put his arm around her. "You'll get used to it. It's safe here, and quiet. We can rest awhile."

      "I want to follow Mommy," Luna said. "To New York."

      All the pent up emotion swilling around inside Tucker exploded at that. "We are not going to New York! Don't you understand? It's thousands of miles away. And your mommy ain't goin' there neither! Now drop it!"

      She ran, but his rage would not subside for him to do what he knew he must. Thirty minutes he stood by the graveside and only then did a sudden panic wash away his anger. He ran into the house.

      "Luna, are you here?"

      There was no answer.

      His heart raced as he ran first into the living room and then into the main bedroom. She wasn't there, and she wasn't in the bathroom either.

      He was about to run into the street when, in desperation, he looked in the smallest room. There, against the far wall, lay Luna, curled up asleep on the floor, cuddling her dog.

      

      "I'm sorry," he said as they sat eating fried eggs and hotdogs at the kitchen table.

      "I know. You've said it enough now. I believe you."

      "It's been tough coming back here. But I've lost so much, kid, I don't reckon I could handle losing you too."

      "You've looked after me really well, even though I know you didn't want to."

      Tucker smiled at her. "Maybe not at first, but you've grown on me."

      "And Dany?"

      "And Dany. She saved us in the park, didn't she?"

      "She's a good dog," Luna said as she finished her last wiener.

      Tucker took his final sausage and gave half to the dog who'd been sitting in the patiently impatient way of her species. She swallowed it down in one and then resumed her position, in hopes of another. "All gone, girl. But at least I gave you some." He gave a sly look at Luna.

      "I'm a growing girl," she said. "And I knew you'd give her some of yours."

      "Come on, then. Nearly time for bed," he said as he watched her downing a mug of hot chocolate.

      

      He was ripped from a peaceful sleep by the sound of a dog barking outside. Had he been dreaming? No, there it was again.

      He awoke in an instant and jumped to his feet as adrenaline surged through his body. "Luna!" he called, running into the main bedroom, flashlight in hand. She was gone. He ran his hand beneath the sheets—they were still warm, so it had only just happened. Something rustled on the blankets—a note.

      Dear Marvin. Thank you for looking after me. You are a very nice man. I am going to New York. Dany is coming with me, so I will be okay.

      Lots of love,

      Luna

      Marvin threw the note down, grabbed his handgun from beside the couch, and stepped into his boots, not bothering to tie the laces.

      As he ran down the garden path, he heard Dany barking again and tried desperately to work out which direction the sound was coming from. Mercifully, an ebbing moon was high in the sky, so he was able to run quickly along the once familiar roads, praying as he went that he wasn't too late. He couldn't imagine what was happening, but Dany was obviously distressed and that could only be bad for Luna.

      His flashlight bobbed from left to right as he panted. They couldn't be far away now, and he slowed a little. If Luna was being threatened, he wanted to be able to sneak up on her attackers rather than going in all guns blazing.

      He rounded a corner and stopped. He could see the dog barking at something out of sight behind a house. There was Luna, standing behind her, trying to haul on her lead. And just then, as he watched, a dark shape leaped out of the shadows and fell upon Dany.

      Tucker sprinted along the road. He was no Usain Bolt, but he put every last ounce of energy into closing the gap as fast as humanly possible. Dany and her attacker were a single ball of fury that convulsed back and forth as each tried to gain the upper hand. And, to his horror, he saw a second shape creep around the fighters and approach Luna who shrank away.

      It was a cat. A big cat. It could even have been a lioness. But there was no time to think, no time for subtlety. He reached them just as the creature looked ready to pounce. It and Luna turned at the same moment and Tucker's boot caught it square in the jaw before it went flying along the road. The cat gave out a yell and jerked backwards as Tucker pushed Luna behind him and emptied two rounds into its head.

      Dany squealed. She was pinned beneath the other cat and Tucker couldn't get a clear shot, so he wound his arm around its neck and yanked its bloody jaws backwards before, with his other hand, he pushed the gun under its chin and pulled the trigger.

      His ears rang as Luna ran to Dany's side. The dog had gashes on her chest, but the worst wound was the bite mark on her shoulder from which blood was flowing.

      "Help her, Marvin!" Luna cried. "Oh, this is all my fault. Please, please help her."

      Dany looked like a hopeless case to him, but he was determined to try, so he pulled his sweater over his head, removed his T-shirt and then ripped it into a makeshift bandage. The dog whined in pain, and then bared her teeth when he pressed the cotton against her wound.

      "It's okay Dany, we're going to help you."

      Tucker sat back on his haunches and tried to catch his breath before running his hands under the dog and lifting her up.

      "Boy, she's heavy. I think you've been feeding her too much of your rations, kid. But come on, there might be other animals on the loose. We need to get back quick."

      They saw no other signs of life as Tucker carried the dog back. Luna was silent aside from the occasional sob, but they made it back without incident. He put Dany down on the bed and stood up, rubbing his back.

      "Will she be alright?" Luna said, stroking the dog's head.

      "I dunno. I'll do my best if you promise never to run out on me again. You could both be dead now, you know."

      "I promise," Luna said, quietly. "As long as you take me to find my mom. In New York."

      Tucker's shoulders sagged as he finally realized the true depth of the trouble he was now in. Truth was, he didn't want to stay here anymore, especially now that they'd discovered why people didn't live in the neighborhood. He hadn't thought about the private zoo a few blocks away. Some fool must have released the animals so they wouldn't starve to death. Well, that part of the plan had worked perfectly.

      And, anyway, this house held so many memories it was suffocating him. To stay would be to live in a departed past until, inevitably, he'd either have to move on or blow his own brains out.

      "Okay kid, you got a deal. Once she's fixed up, I'll take you to find your mom."
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      The gas station at Breezewood was a smoking ruin, and there was no sign of the little community led by Hanna. Solly had been banking on picking up some fuel for the last stage of the return journey to the farmhouse, but it was obvious he wouldn't find it here.

      "I wonder what happened," Ross said as they parked up beside the station. The pumps were covered with soot and shriveled plastic signs lay on the floor, bearing testament to the inferno that had destroyed the place.

      Solly felt his mood darken. Just three weeks ago, this had been a functioning community under a firm leader, and now it was just as dead as most of the other settlements they'd passed through on their journey. They had seen a lot more people on the roads since they went west, some in vehicles, many on foot, and the story was almost always the same—they were heading for D.C. Somehow, the call had spread far and wide and the remnants of the American people were gathering around their national capital, like battle weary soldiers mounting a last stand around their flag.

      He understood their compulsion to head east. Everything they'd known, everything they'd believed inviolable, had been destroyed in those first hours. The survivors had been left to scramble around in the ashes of their former lives, existing rather than living, in the hope that things would one day improve. And then the rumors of a government reestablishing itself in D.C. had spread from east to west. Finally they had a purpose and people emerged from their hiding places and joined the great migration.

      Solly felt the pull, and he could easily have been among their number except that he had somewhere to go, though this overwhelming desire to return to the farmhouse came laced with guilt. He should be heading south, looking for Bella and the kids. He would be heading south to find the tiniest pin in the most enormous haystack. But, right now, the farmhouse was calling him. As they pulled away from the ruined gas station, he saw Janice in his mind's eye and felt the familiar fear rise in his heart. What if the farmhouse had suffered the same fate as the gas station at Breezewood? And even if it hadn't, what if her feelings for him had died away?

      Every night since he'd left, Solly had thought about her before going to sleep. He wasn't religious, so he rarely prayed, but he had a habit of thinking about everyone he cared about and saying their names in the privacy of his own mind. A bit like Arya Stark in reverse.

      "So, that leaves us with a problem," Solly said. "I was counting on refueling at Breezewood. We don't have nearly enough to get us home."

      Ross gestured at the cars on the intersection. They'd been moved to the side to funnel traffic into a single lane. "None of these will have gas in them," he said. "Maybe we'll find some a bit farther out. Why not take the back roads?"

      "That's a good idea, though we're likely to have to do some walking unless we strike lucky."

      "Jeez, I hope we don't have to walk. I want to get back, see what they've been doing while we've been away. I hope they're okay."

      "Me too, son. Me too."

      

      They parked the pickup on a little road outside the small community of Needmore, PA. It was running on fumes by that point and Solly wanted to hide it so they could return to it if they found fuel or after reaching the farmhouse.

      It was a brisk morning, so they wrapped up warm, and the two of them tramped along the main road like a pair of steam trains. They'd not seen a soul since they'd come off the highway, though the roads were clear of abandoned cars, so someone had survived. They'd probably moved on, Solly thought. The little town couldn’t have had more than 200 souls before the Long Night and, perhaps, only a dozen after it, so the survivors would naturally try to find a larger community to join.

      "How far are we from home?" Ross asked.

      Solly pulled the route map from his inside pocket. "We're here," he said, pointing a gloved finger, "and the farmhouse is here. I guess it's around fifty miles."

      "We won't get there today, then."

      "Not if we have to walk the whole way, no. I'm hoping we'll come across a car sooner or later."

      "I haven't seen many, and those I have I don't want to ride in."

      Solly slapped him on the shoulders. "I know; me neither. We'd best assume we're walking and hope for a bit of luck. But cheer up, we'll be back by tomorrow at the latest.

      They trudged on, Solly consulting the map from time to time, and took the 655 heading south. In other circumstances, it would have been a pleasant walk along a quiet, tree lined road, but they were both exhausted and the cold was beginning to seep into their limbs. The hardest thing to bear, however, was the anticipation. They were so close, and yet the miles crept by as they walked.

      The living things they saw most often were the birds who inhabited the bare trees on either side of them. The silence was punctuated from time to time by the harsh cawing of crows, while smaller birds chirruped from the bushes beneath.

      After three hours, Solly called a halt. "Let's take a look up there," he said, pointing to a two-story farmhouse set on a slope overlooking the road. "We can get out of this wind for a bit."

      They walked up the hill to find a neat white house with a yellow-painted upper floor above a brick faced lower story. Set into the bricks was a garage door. "D'you reckon there might be a car inside?"

      "It's got to be worth a look," Solly said. "There's no sign of anyone living here," he added, gesturing at the piles of decaying leaves that had been deposited against the wall by the wind.

      The main entrance was on the upper floor, so Solly walked up the steps to take a look in the windows. The bodies would probably be in the living room or the bedroom, so he made his way around the balcony to peer in.

      He was just pressing his face against a full-length window when he suddenly saw a figure of what looked like an old woman sitting in an easy chair. "You get outta my house, d'you hear me? I said get outta my house! My husband'll be back soon."

      Solly lurched to one side as he caught the flash of a reflection off the barrel of a rifle or shotgun.

      He ran back to the steps, expecting the woman to burst out of the front door, gun in hand, but nothing happened. He told Ross to wait at the base of the steps and crept back up. Something about this didn't add up at all and, despite himself, he had to solve the mystery.

      Solly sneaked silently along the balcony again, keeping below the level of the windows, until he reached the one he'd seen the woman behind.

      "I can hear you!” She called out. "I ain't that deaf. Now this is your last warning. If you don't hightail it outta here, I'm gonna fill your butt with buckshot."

      Solly laid down on his side so he could catch a glimpse from beneath the net curtain. Yes, it was an old woman. She was dressed in a thick quilted coat, but the chair she sat on was covered in filth and dark stains. Around the chair lay discarded food wrappers, tubes and cans. And she looked so frail that he doubted she could move more than a few paces at a time.

      He got up, looked out over a countryside that was gorgeous and full of life even in winter, and sighed. He couldn't leave her like this. He wished he could, but she would haunt his dreams if he walked away now.

      He went back to the front door and quietly turned the handle. To his surprise, it opened. Solly stepped back, crying out in disgust as an overwhelming stench erupted from inside.

      "Get outta my house!" she called. But she didn't appear as he braved the inside.

      Solly left the door open to allow a little air inside and crept along the hallway. It was an open plan design, with a large and airy kitchen leading seamlessly into the living room. There sat the old woman, her chair facing the window, the shotgun facing him.

      He threw himself sideways as the gun erupted, causing the glass in the kitchen cabinets to explode.

      To his horror, he heard Ross running up the steps and into the house. "Solly!" he called.

      "Get back!"

      But it was too late, Ross ran into plain view of the woman as she twisted round in her chair.

      "Who are you?" she called as Ross stood, his hands thrust instinctively into the air. "Wait. Is it Monroe? Have you come home, my boy?"

      Ross looked down at Solly, who was frantically nodding.

      "Yes," he said. "It's me. Monroe."

      "Be careful! There's a thief in the house."

      "He's no thief, he's a friend of mine."

      "He is?" And the venom in her voice disappeared in an instant. "Well, why didn't he say so? Any friend of my Monroe is a friend of mine."

      Solly picked himself up off the floor and cautiously peered into the living room. The shotgun had been put away.

      "You don't have any food for your poor grandma do you?"

      "Sure I do," Ross said, swinging the pack from his shoulders. "Shall we cook you some soup?"

      Solly could see from her expression that the woman was famished.

      "We'll get some light and air in here, shall we? My name's Solly, by the way."

      "Sure, go right ahead."

      So, while Ross lit the camp stove and warmed a can of soup, Solly did the best he could to clean up the old woman's living conditions. He found some black bags in the kitchen and, though she watched him closely, the woman didn't comment or complain once.

      Once she'd eaten, she revealed that her name was Gheta Kaplinsky and that she'd lived in that house since she and her husband Jenk had bought it after moving to America decades ago. She kept insisting that Jenk would be home soon, but Solly made the grim discovery of her husband's ruined body in the bedroom. He wrapped it in the rotting eiderdown comforter and dragged it out of the house, carefully making sure she didn't see what he was doing.

      While Ross sat and talked to the old woman, Solly dug a shallow grave and rolled the remains inside. He then opened up the garage and found an old Ford pickup. Its battery was dead, but he was pretty sure he could bump start it down the hill leading back to the road.

      "Gheta, will you come with us to our home? We have food and hot water there," he said, praying that he was speaking the truth.

      "No, I'll sit here and wait till my Jenk comes home."

      Solly looked at Ross and shook his head.

      "Please come with us, Grandma," Ross said, getting as close to her as his nose could tolerate. "Grandpa wouldn't want you to starve waiting for him. You can have a nice warm bath at our place."

      "That's nice, but Jenk will be expecting me. Then we can eat together. I ain't going nowhere."

      Solly and Ross convened in the kitchen.

      "We can't leave her," Ross said. "She'll die."

      "There's a car in the garage. We could drive to the farmhouse, get some supplies and be back here within twenty four hours."

      Ross shook his head. "She can't be here on her own, not even for a day." He paused for a moment, then drew in a deep breath. "I'll stay. She trusts me, or at least she trusts Monroe. You go. Come back tomorrow with supplies and I'll try to persuade her to come with us."

      "You're a good man," Solly said, pulling Ross into a hug.

      

      The old Ford pickup rumbled along the road beside Conococheague Creek, the steady knock-knocking of its engine announcing its presence to anyone within half a mile. Solly felt a knot form in his stomach as the landscape became more and more familiar. Had they survived? And, if they had, would they—would she—welcome him back?

      Two people stepped out into the road, hunting rifles pointing at him, hands held out. Adrenaline surged through his veins as he realized he recognized neither of them.

      A young Hispanic woman bent down to talk through the open driver's window. "Who are you and where are you going?"

      "I'm going to the farmhouse, my name is Solly Masters."

      Her face betrayed surprise and she stood up to talk to her companion, a boy of perhaps fourteen, before appearing at the window again.

      "I’ll come with you."

      She walked around the other side and, after a whispered conversation, she opened the passenger door and got in. She'd handed her rifle to the boy and pulled a handgun out of her pocket. "I've heard them talk about someone called Solly, but I don't know you, so we're going to ride nice and slow. We'll see what they have to say."

      "Is everyone okay? Jaxon, Janice?" he asked, unable to hide the desperation in his voice.

      "I ain't answering no questions. It's not far, and then we'll see."

      Minutes later, the old pickup truck turned onto the little lane leading up to the farmhouse. It looked much the same, though there were subtle changes. As he got closer, it seemed that it was better tended than before. The grass and hedges had been cut and pots containing winter flowers had been placed outside. Then he noticed the guard post, set off to the right and surrounded by sandbags. It was shaded by the tree above it, so Solly couldn't see who it was that ran out to talk to the girl as she opened the passenger door.

      "Who?"

      With a pang, he recognized the voice.

      In a blur, she ran past the front of the car and pulled open the driver's door. "Solly? Is it really you?"

      He was out in an instant and they cried and laughed so hard he thought he'd hyperventilate. He swept her around as others emerged from the house. As he clung onto her, he saw Jaxon and Landon, their faces alight as they understood that he'd come home. Behind them, Arnold was pushed out by a woman he barely recognized—Agatha Prism, the librarian, restored to full health and strength.

      Janice leaned back a little and they kissed. He ran his hands through her curly hair and hugged her tight, as if he wanted to merge their souls together. He’d had no idea how much he'd missed her until she was here again.

      Suddenly, she jerked away. "Where's Ross? Solly, where is he?"

      Jaxon's face clouded with concern.

      "Don't worry, he's not far from here. He's looking after an old lady in a farm about forty miles away. We couldn't leave her, so I said I'd go back tomorrow with help."

      "He stayed there on his own? Well, I mean, without you?"

      "He's become a man, Janice. You'd be proud of him. Saved my life," Solly said. "But can I come in and have something to eat and drink before I tell you what's happened?"

      "And you can have a bath, too," Janice said, smiling.

      Solly gave a shy shrug. "Sorry, I guess I don’t exactly smell like roses."

      Jaxon gave him a hug as he walked towards the door and Solly shook hands with Landon.

      "Lan here's been a hero," Jaxon said. "Brought some of his friends from the town to help us. Josie, the one who rode with you, she's one of them."

      Solly slapped Landon on the shoulder. "Well done, my friend. And you made a good choice with her, that's for sure."

      A group of young children broke out of the house, sidestepping Miss Prism and ran up to Solly, calling his name and wrapping themselves around his legs.

      "Come now, children, leave Mr. Masters alone. School is still in session."

      "Looks as though a lot has changed while I've been away," Solly said to Janice.

      "Yes, Miss Prism and I have set up a little classroom in the house. It keeps the children occupied and Arnold sometimes teaches them as well," she said. Then she sighed, and her expression hardened a little. "Solly, there is one thing. We have someone here, locked in the basement."

      "Who?"

      "It's probably best you see for yourself," she said, taking him by the hand and leading him into the house. Landon followed, drawing his handgun.

      Janice unlocked the basement door and Landon went down first, Solly following him. He could see that a bed had been brought down and on it sat a slight man who was reading a book. He looked up, and Solly recognized him instantly.

      "Khaled! What are you doing here?"

      "It is you! Please, tell me the device is safe, I beg you. Tell me!" He leaped up, but only got a few feet before falling over his chained feet. "They are hunting me, they will find me! They must not take me back. The end, the end is coming. I have seen them. The Reapers. Nothing can stop them. Nothing but the device. If it is not safe, then we are lost. If they recover it, we are lost. The end of humanity is at hand!"

      As she locked the door again, Janice said, "I'm sorry, Solly. He turned up, wandering in the streets, and I recognized him. I didn't know what to do, so I locked him up. He's mad and he says the most awful things."

      "He may be mad," Solly said, "but if I'm right, we're going to need his help if we're to stop what's coming."

      He stood for a moment, leaning against the door, listening to the raving of the lunatic in the basement. It was the ultimate irony that the future of a world turned to chaos depended on the mind of a madman. But that was for tomorrow. Right now, all he cared about was that he was home. He pulled Janice to him and they held each other until all the pain and all the fear dissolved and Solly Masters was, for that glorious moment, at peace.
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      Two years before the Long Night

      "Don't sulk, Scott, it doesn't suit you," Annabel Lee said. "You've always said we need to know our own limitations."

      Scott Lee slouched on the sofa, scowling at his wife. "I'm not sulking," he said, though he knew it was a lie.

      "You said we shouldn't be afraid to bring in experts. The goals of the project are paramount, are they not?" Annabel continued.

      "I don't like being locked out of my own work."

      She came to sit down beside him, extending her long arm around his shoulder. "I understand, it's your baby."

      His head snapped to look at her as the hairs on the back of his neck prickled. But no, it was just a figure of speech, he was sure of it.

      "But Ho is also protective of his code, and you can't deny he's added some very useful functionality to BonesWare since he joined us."

      Scott shrugged. He knew he was coming across as a spoiled brat, but he wondered how she would feel if someone took one of her inventions and refused to let her see what they were doing. He didn't have the guts to make that point, however, so he let it be.

      "And anyway," she continued in a more mollifying tone, "you've got enough on your plate with the AI. How's that coming along?"

      He could recognize fake interest when he saw it. She didn't want him sniffing around Ho's work, that much was obvious, and it made him all the more determined to find a way in. Khaled would help.

      "It's progressing," he said. "I can't say it's a barrel of laughs creating an artificial version of you, given the circumstances."

      "Would you prefer to swap places?" she snapped. "I'm the one with the disease, Scott, not you. But I want this place run efficiently when my organic self is no longer here to do it. And who better to run the Lee Corporation than an expertly crafted version of me?"

      Scott smiled, though with little humor. "Well, I think we'll have a first prototype in a month or two."

      "Good, I look forward to talking to myself. I spent long enough on those psychological tests, after all." Her eyes narrowed. "Just be sure to make it an accurate rendition of me. Warts and all."

      "Why wouldn't you want your avatar to be the best possible version of Annabel Lee?" Scott asked. He had, in fact, smoothed some of the rough edges because the prospect of a clone of the real Annabel's mind being let loose within the wiring of the Lee Corporation's three main buildings filled him with horror.

      She shook her head. "Oh no, I think our faults make us who we are. Without those aspects of my personality you find so annoying, my dear, I wouldn't be the world's leading medical entrepreneur and millions would have suffered. So your sacrifice isn't that great, is it? I make one person's life a misery in order to save millions."

      Scott ignored that. In truth, he wasn't the only target of her ire, particularly since she'd become ill. She seemed to relish being unpleasant, as if it were a necessary part of being successful.

      "Well," he said, disentangling himself from her and getting up from the couch, "code doesn't write itself. It seems I have some warts to add."
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        * * *

      

      Annabel sat beside Shi Chin Ho, pretending to listen to him drone on about his programming work. She nodded when it seemed appropriate but he wasn't really paying much attention to her—he seemed happy to have an audience, even an inattentive one. The fact that neither of them spoke perfect Mandarin made communication challenging at the best of times, but she couldn't spare the effort needed to follow the minutiae of his cleverness.

      "Yes, well, that's all amazing, Ho, but how close are we to being able to deploy version 2.0?"

      Ho stopped mid sentence and blinked, as if only just remembering that she was there. "We have not yet received our final orders, honorable Annabel. The package is ready, once they transmit the payload."

      Annabel ground her teeth in frustration. She was used to being entirely her own boss and being at the beck and call of the Chinese did not sit well with her ego or need for control. But they had injected huge amounts of money into the project, hiring an entire team of coders working in the newly built Lee Building in Shenzhen. Shi Chin Ho was the figurehead though he, like Annabel herself, was not Chinese. He'd been offered to China by North Korea after a stellar career spent disrupting the West. The North Koreans, it seemed, were keen to learn about this implant technology so they could create their own while also seeming to support their allies and benefactors in Beijing.

      The two of them had begun their working relationship in suspicion but over time this had become grudging respect and then, after six months or so, something approaching friendship. Or, perhaps, comradeship would be a better word. They shared with their Chinese masters an ambition to bring the western world to its knees, but Annabel's desire went so much further than that.

      "Did you speak to the esteemed Scott?"

      "I did, but his answer was the same," Annabel said.

      Ho shook his head. He was only in his mid-twenties so his double-chins hadn't had time to become jowls, but thousands of hours spent at a keyboard had not produced an athletic physique. That, and the polio he'd suffered as a child in some backward farm commune in North Korea. It had been his mind that had saved him then—that and the doctor who'd noticed it.

      Was it ironic that the two people most closely involved in the forthcoming upgrade had been crippled by disease? Or was it fate?

      "I do not understand. Doctor Lee has graciously given me access to all his code, including documentation, except for one series of modules that he had siloed. I cannot determine what those modules do, except that they send and receive data from the main codebase. They cannot be redundant."

      Annabel shrugged. "I don't know what to say, Ho. He is particularly territorial about it." She was lying, but then she was a good liar. Three men were intimately involved in the upgrade, and each of them blamed the others for their frustration. Annabel was a puppet master and they her playthings.
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        * * *

      

      "Annabel, this is dangerous, really dangerous," Khaled said. "If this got into the wrong hands…well, I dread to think."

      Annabel rested her hand on his shoulder as she stood behind him. She smiled as she felt him tremble a little at her touch. He swung around in his chair to look up at her as she spoke. "The whole point, my dear Khaled, is to make sure that we have the ultimate say in what happens with our creation."

      "We?" he responded. "Don't you mean you?"

      This was an unusual show of defiance from a man she'd considered utterly in her power. "Khaled," she said, affecting a mock simpering that brought an instant smile to his face. "How long have we been working together?"

      "Years," he said.

      "Five years. You see, I remember. You wrote to me because your visa was about to expire and you didn't want to be shipped back to Egypt. You managed to hack into a Bones implant and got it to do some quite interesting things. Scott was most impressed, so we hired you on the spot."

      Abdul nodded. "I remember. It was just a prototype implant—no chance of hacking it now. Even the military's encryption is inferior."

      "Because you developed our algorithms. You gave Bones its shield."

      "And you want me to deliberately weaken it."

      Annabel faked dismay. "Don't be so silly, Khaled, of course not. You've built impenetrable walls around the code--all I want is for you to add a locked side door, and to give me the key."

      "As I said, you want to weaken our defenses?"

      Annabel sighed and sat on the edge of a desk. "Tell me, Khaled, do you trust our Chinese colleagues?"

      The sudden change of subject seemed to catch Khaled off guard. "I'm not sure how to answer that."

      "Oh, don't worry," she said, giving a little chuckle. "I won't inform on you. Between you and me, I regard them as competitors as much as friends. Oh, they've been useful enough. BonesWare 2.0 would not exist without their money and expertise, but I do not wish 2.0 to be the version that sees us give up control entirely. Give me this back door and we will always have the final say."

      She watched the thoughts play across his face. He could sense danger and he'd never been good at the sort of subtle wordplay she found to be second nature.

      "And what about our North Korean friend?" she said, throwing him a lifeline. "How do you feel about him having control over our code?"

      Khaled's face darkened. "Not good. Frankly, it seems crazy to have someone from that country, a sworn enemy of the United States, developing code that is to drive every implant in the country."

      "But that was the price the Chinese set on their help," Annabel said, leaning forward and looking into his eyes. "Give me this way in and it'll be our insurance policy. Build me the back door so I can keep us all safe."

      

      And so she had them each working on individual aspects of the BonesWare Version 2.0 project. Each with one piece of the puzzle and none, except her, with the full picture. They could not be allowed to know what she had in mind. They would think she was insane when, in fact, she was only mad.
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      Solly jumped out of the car and ran to join Jaxon. The young man gestured along the road to where an old military transport waited. Beside it stood a man Solly immediately recognized.

      He'd known this day would come eventually, that they'd been living on borrowed time in a little bubble of peace while the world continued to change around them.

      "Scott," he said, holding out his hand. "Did Paulie come with you?"

      Scott Lee grasped Solly's hand and shook it with surprising warmth. "It's good to see you, Solly."

      Another figure emerged from behind the truck. "Hello," Paulie said, stepping forward into a brief embrace. "You look well and rested. Sorry to gatecrash the party, but we brought help."

      "Corporal!" Lee called. They heard the rear door open and booted feet jumping down from the tailgate before a man in fatigues jogged over and saluted.

      "Corporal Jason DiSanto," he said, before shaking hands with a bemused Solly.

      "What's going on?"

      "I persuaded the colonel to assign a squad to protect the farmhouse. This place needs defending."

      "We've done alright on our own," Jaxon said from behind Solly's shoulder.

      Paulie nodded. "You've done well, but you've been protected by your remote location. The corporal and his squad are here to keep you safe."

      "Being out in the middle of nowhere isn't an accident," Solly said, finding himself sharing Jaxon's annoyance. "And, anyway, this isn't my decision to make. You'll have to stay here while we talk it through back at the farmhouse, Corporal."

      The soldier glanced at Scott then, receiving a brief nod, retreated to the back of the truck and ordered his men to break out their rations.

      "It's a genuine offer, Solly," Lee said. "They're here to help, but you can tell them to leave at any time. You stay in charge."

      Solly allowed a smile to warm his face. "Oh, I haven't been in charge for a long time, Scott. But come on, I'll introduce you to the leaders of the community. We also have someone here you'll want to meet."

      

      "Khaled!"

      The little Egyptian threw himself into Scott's arms as Lee reached the bottom of the basement stairs. Solly had asked for his shackles to be removed, but had agreed that Khaled should remain where he was partly because he was no more satisfied with the man's explanation for his escape than anyone else, but also in case he had a tracking device.

      Scott pushed him away, the amazement obvious on his face. "How did you get away, my friend? And why are you locked up down here?"

      "It is a long and thrilling story," Khaled said. "As for my incarceration, well, I do not blame the people here. I was a raving lunatic when I arrived, but I have since recovered somewhat, I'm glad to say. It was terrible, Scott. Terrible. They thought they'd broken me, but they were wrong."

      "So, what happened?" Scott said, leading Khaled back to the bed and sitting on the wooden chair beside it.

      "First, may I ask who this lady is?" he responded.

      Scott looked behind Solly. "I'm sorry, I should have introduced her. This is Sheriff Paulina Ramos. She and Solly helped me escape from the Lee Corporation building in Seattle."

      "They captured you?" Khaled gasped.

      "They used me as bait," Scott Lee responded. "They knew that something was being brought to me, though they didn't know what it was exactly. Do you have any idea how they might have learned this?"

      Khaled's eyes widened in fear. "I told them nothing, I swear! They discovered that I was communicating with Neil Buchanan. They took me and tortured me, but I did not reveal what Mr. Masters was carrying. Believe me, I beg of you!"

      "And yet they knew enough to capture Scott," Paulie said. "Good grief, was the assault on Arbroath staged just for that?"

      Scott shook his head. "No. Arbroath had been a target for the militia already and as soon as I was discredited, they went back to their original plan."

      "But the militia is the Lee Corporation, isn't it?"

      "Yes, they are one and the same."

      "Apart from grabbing you, then, why did they attack Arbroath? What's their aim?" Solly said as Khaled watched them open mouthed.

      Scott shrugged. "I can't be sure, but from what I saw while I was in Seattle, I guess they're establishing a power base and for that they need manpower."

      "They're doing the same in New York," Khaled said. "Building an army and setting up a city state."

      "But they can't go giving weapons to the people they've abducted," Paulie said. "How would they keep them from rebelling?"

      Khaled gave a big sigh. "I can tell you. I have seen them. The Reapers."

      

      Solly sat with Janice, Ross, Jaxon and Arnold at the kitchen table and sipped on his whiskey. Ross had been back to see Gheta Kaplinsky several times since Solly had returned for him the day after his arrival at the farm. The old woman refused to leave her home, still clinging to the hope that her dead husband would knock on the door one day, so they'd helped clean up the place and given her supplies. Ross's presence had helped her to something of a recovery and she was now able to move around the top floor of her house with a walking stick.

      Paulie and Scott were camping in the barn with DiSanto's squad of soldiers. It had been Janice who'd persuaded the others to accept them. To her, the risks associated with having them here were outweighed by the extra security they'd offer if, or when, the farmhouse was discovered.

      In truth, they weren't the most impressive fighting force. They were four men and two women, and not a single one had been a serving soldier before the Long Night. It seemed that the airbase colonel had been less generous than they'd at first thought. Still, six adults who knew how to handle an assault rifle put them in a much better defensive position and the safety of the children was Janice's prime concern.

      Solly had taken a back seat in the week or so since returning to the farmhouse. It became quickly obvious to him that between them, Janice, Landon and Jaxon had organized life here in a way that he felt completely unqualified to interfere with. Arnold and his elderly lover, Miss Prism, had become figureheads for the children, running the little school and seeing to their day-to-day needs. They'd enlisted his granddaughter and other older children to help, with the result that the place was now abuzz with the chitchat and laughter of gainfully employed children. This would change a little in a month or two when everyone, including children over ten, would be expected to work in the fields to help secure next winter's food.

      They sat in companionable silence, enjoying a moment's respite, before Janice spoke.

      "I hope Landon's back tomorrow. He's been away too long."

      "Well, to be honest, it seems a bit of a crazy scheme to me," Solly said. "I reckon he fancies himself the Pied Piper."

      The joke went down like a lead balloon. "He wants to help more people, Sol. Surely you approve of that?"

      "Sorry," Solly said, flushing with embarrassment.  "Yes, of course he's doing a great thing and I know you'll have assessed the risks of bringing strangers here."

      "They're not coming here, Solly," Arnold said. "Landon's going to help them get set up on a neighboring farm. We can work together to protect and feed ourselves, but we'll be separate communities. He just reckons it's best for folk to gather close, especially out in the country. I also think he believes he's not needed here now you've returned."

      Solly's heart sank. "It seems to me he's played a big part in this place flourishing; I can't imagine I'd have done any better. Good grief, he even got the turbine working. He's a good man."

      "That he is," Arnold said. "And I think a part of him was disappointed when you showed up out of nowhere."

      "Really? He had no reason—I'm not here to take over from him."

      "Oh, it's not that," Arnold continued, with a sidelong glance at Janice.

      "You shut your mouth, Arnold," she responded. "You're jumping to conclusions. Landon's been nothing but a gentleman to me."

      "Oh, I see," Solly said. "I really am a maggot in the haystack, aren't I?"

      Solly felt a surge of warmth as Janice reached out to grab his hand. They still hadn't consummated their love, but it was undeniable. "No, you're welcome here at the community you founded and by my side. You're right that Landon is a good man, but he's not my man."

      Solly kissed her hands and smiled at her.

      Landon returned the following day, walking wearily up the lane to the farmhouse. Solly heard the commotion and ran downstairs to see him hugging Jaxon before pushing him away.

      "Bro, keep away. I gotta stinking cold. Is Janice here? Solly?"

      Landon put his hands up to prevent anyone getting too close. "I got thirteen from Hagerstown—ten adults, three kids. They're makin' themselves comfortable in the Fordham farmhouse, but one of the kids had a cold and we're all gettin' it, so I won't come in. Hey, who's this?" He pointed at Scott and Paulie, who'd come over from the barn.

      "They're friends," Solly said. "We've also got some soldiers lent to us by an Air Force base, some extra protection."

      Landon's eyes narrowed. "Is that right? And you're alright with this, Janice?"

      "Yes, it was my decision to accept their help, Landon dear."

      He swayed a little.

      "You've gone pale," Janice said. "Are you okay?"

      Landon's BonesWare blared red as he fell to the ground.

      "Stay away!" Solly roared as Janice and others stepped forward instinctively. When they'd retreated a safe distance from Landon's prone body, Solly got onto his hands and knees and crawled toward where his arm lay, its BonesWare watch face down on the gravel. With his hands outstretched, he turned Landon's arm over and squinted at the flashing display.

      "It's flu," Solly said. "You all need to keep back. Except you Jaxon, you and I are going to take him back to the Fordham place and see what we can do to help."

      "Why Jaxon?" Janice said. "I want to help."

      "Because he's already been exposed. I'm probably okay, but I don't want to take any risks—you've got a house full of kids and babies to care for. We don't want flu to take hold with them."

      Landon convulsed, throwing out a wracking cough and the spectators instinctively stepped back. If I didn't have it before, I've probably got it now, Solly thought as he prayed that the flu vaccine he'd been forced to get in November happened to protect him from this strain.

      Solly got to his feet and, with Jaxon's help, hauled Landon upright.

      "Here!"

      To his left, Ross appeared, pushing a wheelbarrow. He left it a few yards away and then retreated.

      "Well, it's not the first time we've had to cart him somewhere, is it?" Solly said. Jaxon smiled, remembering their discovery of the farmhouse and Landon's injured leg.

      "Landon, can you hear me?" Solly said.

      It took all his energy to open his eyes. "Yeah."

      "Did you have food at the Fordham place?"

      "Yeah."

      Solly and Jaxon helped him into the wheelbarrow and each took one handle. "I'll send word when I've worked out what the situation is," he called to Janice and the others. "In the meantime, stay away. It's too risky."

      

      It was worse than he could have imagined. Of the adults, all except two were showing symptoms. The children, so far, appeared to have been spared, but it was a horrific scene that greeted him as they wheeled Landon toward the Fordhams’.

      This farm was a little smaller than theirs, but it was a solid brick built structure and the ideal place to be the center of a new community.

      They were met by a short woman walking toward them briskly as they approached the front door.

      "Are you insane?" she called. "The last thing I need right now is more patients! Who the hell are you anyway?"

      "My name is Solly Masters, one of the founders of the community Landon comes from, and this is Jaxon, another founder. Landon collapsed outside our farmhouse and Jaxon had already come into contact with him."

      "And what about you? Got a death wish?"

      "No, but I did have the vaccine, so I figured I was a better choice to help Jaxon get him back here."

      The woman gave a snort. She was dressed in a navy blue paramedic uniform. "Oh, we have a hero on our hands. That's all we need."

      "Don't you talk to Solly like that," Jaxon snapped. "He is a hero, 'sfar as I'm concerned."

      Solly put his hand on Jaxon's shoulder. "It's okay, she's just blowing off steam."

      "Oh, am I? What are you, a psychologist?"

      "No, but I recognize the signs well enough. We're here to help. Miss…"

      "Miss? Why are you calling me miss? Do I look twelve? The name's Rebecca Epstein, but you can call me Becky, or Mrs. Epstein if you want to be formal. Though what Frank is thinking right now, I have no idea. Better off dead, he is, than living through this nightmare. Now, are you going to help me or not?"

      The farmhouse had three large upstairs bedrooms, and a living room and parlor downstairs. Solly helped Landon into an armchair while Jaxon rearranged the cushions on the couch to make up a bed. Once Landon was as comfortable as possible, he followed Epstein upstairs.

      She explained that she had been a paramedic. "That night," she said, shaking her head, "at first I was just responding to each call, but every one of them was dead already. Then the calls stopped and I went home to find my Frank had gone too. I went to the hospital the next day, but it was chaos. No one was running the place, so I went back home and barricaded myself in, hoping the government would come help us. No such luck. Eventually, I found others and we made a little community, but we got raided so often that when young Landon found us, we were all up for coming."

      "When did your people start coming down with the flu?"

      "On the way here," she answered. "Two days before, a man had wandered into our camp. Turned out he was sick."

      "Is he here?"

      She shook her head. "No. Died the following day."

      "Of the flu?"

      "Yeah. He wasn't old, and he didn't have an implant, so I thought it was some disease he'd had for a long time. Cholera maybe, picked up from drinking unpurified water. Turns out I was wrong. BonesWare says it's the flu, and a virulent strain. Maybe the vaccine we had will protect us, maybe not."

      Solly leaned against the door frame as he scanned the dark bedroom. Two men shared a double bed; two others were on the floor. All were either asleep or coughing uncontrollably. "What can we do for them?"

      "Well, we've got a choice. We can either tend them and hope for the best, or one of us can go out and find some antivirals."

      From the room below came the barking of Landon's tortured lungs.
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      Solly sighed as he rounded the corner and saw the burned out remains of Speedy Pharmacy, a small green and white building in Hagerstown. He'd driven to the outskirts of the city on his own, leaving Becky Epstein to care for the patients in his absence, because there was no one else well enough to come with him except for those he'd left at the farmhouse, and he didn't want to risk any of them becoming infected.

      It had taken the best part of the day to tramp the streets looking for a pharmacy that might, by some miracle, still have some antiviral drugs and he was about ready to give up, as he didn't like the idea of trying to find where he'd left the car in the dark.

      "Hey mister."

      Solly spun round to see a hooded figure standing behind him. He tugged his handgun from inside his jacket. "Where did you come from?"

      The figure, who Solly could now see was a young white man with a straggly black beard, threw his hands out in front of himself. "Hey, put the piece away, man, I ain't no threat."

      Solly relaxed a little, but didn't lower the gun. "What do you want?"

      "I just came to ask if you wanted any drugs."

      Solly had been asked that question a number of times on the streets of New York, usually after leaving a club in the early hours. He'd never said yes before.

      "Not the sort of drugs you're selling," he said.

      The man manufactured a shocked expression. "Hey man, what d'you know about what I'm sellin'? I ain't talkin' about, you know, recreational drugs. No, I seen you walkin' the streets and shakin' your head every time you see a drug store all burned out. So I thought to myself, you might be in need of something urgently. Am I right?"

      "Well, since you ask, I need antivirals. Tamiflu, for one."

      Stepping back a little, the man shook his head. "You ain't infected are you?"

      "I don't reckon so," Solly said. "I got vaccinated before the Long Night and it seems to be working against this strain."

      "Ah, yes, that'd be right. Doctor Harper said as much. Only allows the vaxed to work for him. Says he's too important to be gettin' the flu from one of us."

      "Who's this Doctor Harper?"

      A smile spread across the man's face. "Oh, so you ain't from around here, then. My name's Aston, by the way, Aston Winters." He held out his hand.

      Solly took it and introduced himself. "Tell me more about the doctor."

      "Well, he showed up a few days after, you know, that night. Turned out he was stayin' at the Baymont over on Cleveland Avenue. Spent three nights tryin' to save folk when they was dyin' like flies. That's where he found me. Funniest thing. There I was armed for lootin', and there he was with nothin' but his voice and a white coat. Told me to come help him, and so I did. Been with him ever since. Great man. Kept so many alive."

      "And do you think he'll have the drugs I need?"

      Winters shrugged. "Can't say, but he sent us around all the pharmacies in the city gathering it all together, so if it was in Hagerstown, he's probably got it."

      

      It took half an hour to cross town to the Baymont Hotel which turned out to be a modern red brick building with five floors. Solly had tried to question Winters further while they walked, but he was on his guard, carefully scanning the streets as they crossed from block to block. They'd had time for one whispered conversation as they waited on a street corner for a group to disappear into a derelict shop. This part of Hagerstown, he'd said, was divided along gang lines. The people they'd seen were part of a group occupying buildings that had once housed various firms including lawyers, realtors, and tech companies. The gangs had each raided the surrounding blocks, bringing what they looted back to their home territories and guarding their supplies ferociously.

      The first floor of the hotel was hidden behind a barricade formed of cars piled on top of each other. It was like a junkyard castle wall with car hoods forming the crenellations behind which the barrels of guns could be seen.

      "Wow, that's impressive!" Solly said. His mind flitted back to the smoking ruins of Arbroath.

      "It took us a while to finish it," Winters responded. "We found a crane with a grabber on the end; that's when we added the second layer. Ain't nobody gonna get through that without some serious firepower."

      A gate made of heavy iron bars filled the gap between two trucks, and a voice called a challenge.

      Winters raised his hand. "Hey, Vince, it's Aston. Come on man, open up. It's gettin' dark out here."

      "This here's Solly," Winters continued when they reached the bars. "He needs to speak to the doctor."

      Solly raised his hands to shield his eyes from the flashlight beam.

      "Have you told him he'll have to be checked over?" the man's voice said.

      Winters gave a sheepish grin. "Ah, I mighta not mentioned it just yet." He turned to Solly. "It's not too bad, my friend. Just a shower and a quick exam. All be over in no time."

      "Why?"

      "Standard procedure," said the voice behind the flashlight. "We can't have carriers—there's a lot of sick people here."

      This didn't feel right. The last time he'd encountered a group that had taken over a hotel they turned out to be run by a self-styled cult leader. But he had people back at his own community that depended on him, including Jaxon. "Okay," he said, suddenly grateful that he'd had the sense to leave Alison hidden with Janice at the farmhouse.

      The door swung open and the flashlight was withdrawn. As his eyes adjusted, Solly could see fires burning between the barrier and the hotel, flickers of amber glinting from the windows of the big double doors.

      "This way." The guard, who Winters had introduced as Vince Caesar, nudged Solly forward. The reception doors swung open and he was steered to the right.

      "I see you've got a generator running," he said.

      "Yeah, we brought it over from the county hospital—first thing we did," Winters said. "Here you go."

      He opened the door of a first floor room that had been adapted for wheelchair use. "We'll wait here for the doc to send over one of the nurses to check you out. I suggest you get in the shower; they won't be long."

      Despite his initial reservations, the shower was delightful. He stood under the hot water—another indication that fuel was not in short supply—enjoying the sensation of warmth washing away the dust and sweat. It was as if the outer layers that had accreted since that last shower at Neil Buchanan's community were finally being removed to reveal the pristine, innocent Solly Masters of those early days.

      He was jolted out of this brief moment of joy by the door opening and Winters's voice calling, "Come on Solly, don't hog the water! The nurse is here."

      With a regretful sigh, Solly stepped out of the shower and dried himself on freshly laundered white towels. He pulled a robe around himself and opened the door.

      "You are Mr. Masters?" The nurse was a stocky, round man in his fifties wearing a white uniform and holding a clipboard. In short, he was not what Solly had imagined.

      Winters and the guard left Solly and the nurse alone in the room. The examination was extremely personal but mercifully brief.

      "Your temperature is normal; I can find no evidence of any other transmittable diseases and I am satisfied that you were vaccinated against influenza in November. You may proceed."

      The nurse gave his clipboard an ostentatious tick and left the room.

      "Wow, this is certainly an efficient operation," Solly said as Winters met him at the door and led him through the lobby, boots snapping on a freshly polished floor.

      "The doc's a stickler for hygiene," Winters said, pushing open a pair of doors and heading up a stairway. "Though, to be truthful, I reckon some of it's just to keep folk busy. Place like this takes a lot of cleaning. Right, here we are." He pulled open a door and gestured Solly through, waving to the guard as they went.

      It was, in most ways, a typical hotel corridor with a row of rooms on each side, but the doors were open. Solly glanced inside the first to see a king size bed that had been split into twins, each occupied by a patient.

      "We're pretty short on space. We've only converted this floor so far. There he is!" Winters accelerated, Solly in his wake. "Doc! Doc! I got someone I want you to meet."

      A man in a white doctor's coat was emerging. He was short, slim and had long dark hair tied in a pony tail that rested on his shoulders. "Hey, Aston!" he said, before glancing along the corridor. "Who's this?"

      Just as with the nurse, this doctor, if he was genuine, looked nothing like Solly's preconception. He'd been imagining a man of late middle age with intelligent, thoughtful features. He certainly hadn't expected to be confronted by a hipster.

      But he took the man's proffered hand just the same.

      "Good to meet you Solly Masters," the doctor said. "My name's Jason Harper. I've just finished my rounds, so why don't we have a sit down and you can tell me all about yourself?"

      Solly followed him down the stairs and they emerged in what had been the hotel restaurant and was now the staff canteen. The doctor took a seat at a table reserved for his use and gestured Solly to sit down. He then waved at someone and ordered coffee for them both.

      "Where are you from, Mr. Masters?"

      "Solly, please," Solly said. "I'm from Texas but was living in New York when the Long Night happened."

      "Ah, is that what you call it?" Harper said. "Well, I suppose it's as good a name as any. It was certainly a long night, and it didn't get any better by daybreak. I'm also from New York, by the way. I was visiting the hospital here, staying in this hotel, when it happened."

      The coffee arrived, along with some delightful cookies that Solly immediately nibbled on. "Why didn't you set up there rather than in a hotel?"

      "Good question," Harper responded, apparently delighted to be asked. "The answer's pretty pragmatic. I knew that the biggest need after that night would be for shelter. Some people would need medical help, sure, but most just needed somewhere safe to sleep and a community to belong to. You've seen what's happened to the other inhabitants of the city—they've joined together in gangs. This is a more civilized version of that, and we have more people here than any of the gangs. That keeps us safe. Good people coming together in common purpose. Not a bad phoenix to arise from the ashes, is it?"

      Solly made positive noises and then decided to come to his point. "It's amazing what you've done here, but my little community needs help. Flu has broken out. We have a medic, but no antivirals. Do you have any here?"

      "Sure we do. We had an outbreak here a couple of weeks ago. Pretty nasty strain. Lost a couple of old folks, but the Tamiflu saved a lot more. How much do you need?"

      "Enough for fourteen."

      Harper almost choked on his coffee. "Fourteen? I assumed it was just for someone you were looking after."

      "It is, in a way. We have a farmhouse west of here, and only the medic and I got flu shots this season, so it's on us."

      "A farmhouse? Where?"

      Solly had a strange reluctance to reveal this to the man. Harper spotted it instantly.

      "You don't want to tell me? Seriously?" he said, some of his bonhomie disappearing. "You expect me to give a sizable percentage of our antiviral stock to a stranger who won't even reveal where he's from?"

      Solly sighed. He could see the doctor's point. "Look, we've kept our location secret all this time. We're a community of mainly the old and the very young. We have no defense other than anonymity."

      Harper shook his head. "Not good enough, my friend. If I'm to trust you with such valuable stock, you have to show me the same trust. All I'm asking is for everyone who receives treatment to be registered with us."

      "Registered? What do you mean?"

      The doctor leaned across the table, disbelief on his face. "This is a medical facility, Mr. Masters. If we're to treat our patients properly, we have to keep records. We've got the technology all set up, so all you need to do is let us have their names and their location and we'll hand over the drugs."

      Solly felt as though he were being swallowed by darkness. He didn't even notice as Doctor Harper waved at someone, or as a laptop was placed on the table.

      "Look, it's just a simple form," Harper said, turning the screen to face Solly. "Some basic biographical details, any medical history they can remember, and their current location. All perfectly straightforward."

      Solly glanced at the form. It looked legitimate enough and yet he hated the idea of it. There was also the practical problem that he didn't know the names of most of them. He was just about to explain this to Harper when his eyes swept up the screen and stopped. At the top of the page sat the logo of the Lee Corporation.

      

      Thirty minutes later, he was being escorted from the hotel by Winters. It was absolutely black beyond the barricade, except for the odd hint of firelight out there in the city.

      "Well, Solly, you've gotten me in a whole heap of trouble," Winters said as they headed into the hotel parking lot.

      "I'm sorry, Aston, I really am. But I just can't do it. You may trust him, but the Lee Corporation is involved somehow, and they were the reason the Long Night happened."

      Winters turned off his flashlight and Solly could barely discern his outline even though he was only feet away. "I know. If somethin' looks too good to be true, it's because it ain't."

      Solly tried to untwist the tautology and failed.

      "But Solly, I ain't running out on him. 'Cos as for right now, he's the only thing I got."

      "You could come with me," Solly said, surprising himself.

      "Nah, this here's my place for good or bad. But look, take this…"

      Solly felt something like an envelope containing a metal object being placed in his hand.

      "What is it?"

      "Shh. Find yourself somewhere to hide tonight. Make it nearby, 'cos the gangs don't usually come close. Then take a look. I hope it helps, my friend."

      Solly took Aston's hand and thanked him, though he wasn't sure what for. Then, with a change in the air, he realized Winters had gone.

      He carefully skirted the parking lot looking for a hiding place. His mission had been an utter failure unless, by some miracle, the contents of the envelope held hope.
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      "I don't see why we can't stay here," Skulls said, as he, Al and Bella sat around the table in their apartment. "You wanted a safe place for Maddie and this is it. And you're doing a great job; Elizabeth is thriving."

      She reached over and touched his hand. "That's kind of you. And you're right, Maddie is safe enough, but Luke certainly isn't. If word that he's here gets back to his father…"

      "Yeah, I know. But it ain't likely, surely?"

      Bella shrugged. This had been a running topic over the ten days since she'd found herself appointed temporary mayor. She desperately wanted to put some more miles between them and those who hunted for Luke, but she'd found herself bogged down in the minutiae of running a small town.

      "We can't take the risk," Bella said. "By the time the TLX rolls into town, it'll be too late to get away."

      "I say we stick to the plan," Al added. "Help them get back on their feet, and then skedaddle. Though heaven only knows why they need us…"

      Skulls chuckled. "They don't need us, Al, they need Bella. She was the first person to stand up to the old mayor and win. The townsfolk have faith in her."

      "If only I could honestly feel that I deserved their faith," Bella said. "I'm just making it up as I go along."

      "Well, it looks as though you're going to have to do some more making it up right now," Al said, pointing behind Bella.

      They'd been sitting in the small staff canteen at the town hall, enjoying a brief break from their duties, but the peace was now being shattered by some familiar footsteps.

      "Madam Mayor," said a gruff voice from over Bella's shoulder.

      "Sheriff Moretti," Bella responded, turning in her seat to face him. Moretti was a dependable man who'd been elected to serve as sheriff by those deputies and cops who'd been least implicated in ex-Mayor Kennedy's brutal regime. It had been an unusual approach for unusual times, and it had been Bella's idea. She needed to be working with someone who had the sort of authority that comes from being chosen by his peers, someone who would appreciate the fact that he wouldn't be in that job if it weren't for her.

      A dependable man, sure, but not the sharpest knife in the kitchen.

      "Sorry to disturb you, Madam Mayor, but there's trouble down at the care home."

      "Again?"

      They called it the care home, but it was actually the detention camp set up by the previous mayor to house the "disposable" workers who didn't qualify for citizenship of Elizabeth. Bella's first act had been to free the inmates but it hadn't been as simple as merely opening the gates—these people had nowhere to go.

      "It's Parkins; he says the rehoming isn't going quickly enough and the heating's broken."

      "Can we do anything about that?"

      "I spoke to Silvers and he said the generator's too inefficient. It burns fuel."

      Bella got up and pulled her coat around her shoulders. "Well, you can tell him I don't care how inefficient he thinks the generator is, those folks need heat and he's to get it working. I'll deal with Parkins."

      

      Bella had adopted the habit of traveling around town in a nondescript Nissan 4WD. At first, she'd used Al's RV, but that was far too distinctive, and she rarely got where she needed to go without being stopped by someone who'd inevitably add another problem to the pile on her shoulders.

      So, Skulls was driving her to the "care home," safe behind the tinted windows. They turned off the road, through the now open gate and into the parking lot. An old man emerged from the front door and was practically at the car before Bella had time to get out.

      "Well finally!" he said. "Madam Mayor sees fit to grace us with her presence."

      "Don't be like that, Rufus. I was only here three days ago."

      "And what's happened since then? A big fat nothing! There's people freezing in there!"

      Bella walked past him and headed for the open door. She could hear the slap, slap, click of his sneakers and cane as he followed her. In his eighties, Rufus Parkins was still a man to be reckoned with, but she could move faster than him.

      Her nose crinkled at the rancid smell of the building's dark interior.

      "And there's no lights" she heard him say from behind her.

      "I'm getting that fixed," Bella called over her shoulder. "And the heating." And, as she said that, the lights came on. That'll cement my reputation as a miracle worker, she thought, marvelous.

      Large rooms, used as dormitories, lined the corridor on either side and she saw curious faces staring back at her from the metal beds arranged around the walls. Bella knew these people needed to be moved as quickly as possible but, as with so many liberations, the hard part wasn't giving them their freedom, it was what to do afterwards.

      "We're doing our best, Rufus," she said as the old man caught up with her, "but you're probably going to have to clear some houses yourselves. We don't have the manpower."

      Parkins made no effort to hide his anger. "Haven't we worked hard enough already? Do you know how many of the folk interred at the same time as me have survived? None. Just me left. The lucky one. And now we're expected to drag out the dead and take their homes?"

      "Yes, and those of you that are fit enough will have to continue working in the fields…"

      "Now just a…" Parkins began.

      "…along with other members of the Elizabeth community. If we're to build a store of food for next winter, the fields must be tilled, the crops grown and harvested. Surely you see that?"

      "We do."

      Bella and Parkins both turned in surprise to see an old woman with white hair and brown skin emerging from the nearest dormitory.

      "Now, don't you go interferin', Martha Kray," Parkins said.

      The woman put her hand on the arm of Parkins. "Don't fret, Rufus. You've played your part and got the mayor's attention. She promised to fix the lights and they are fixed. I can feel the heating comin' on too. And she's told you what us folks has to do to be part of this town. Only those who is fit to help, though, ain't that right, Madam Mayor?"

      "Of course. That'll be up to you to decide," Bella said, delighted in her unexpected ally.

      "Well then, there you are. You can quit your haranguing, Rufus, and just remember that this here ain't that witch who locked us up. No, Miss Bella is the one who freed us. And now it's time for us to do our bit."

      The old man went to open his mouth, but found he had nothing to say, so he merely nodded.

      "Madam Mayor!" Moretti's voice echoed along the corridor.

      Bella sighed. Every time she felt as though she was getting somewhere with one problem, another one presented itself. "Yes, chief?"

      Moretti stumbled to a halt alongside her. "Trouble at the checkpoint!"

      "What's happened?"

      "You need to come and see for yourself," he said, looking at the other two. Clearly, he didn't think he could reveal any more in front of them.

      Bella said goodbye to Parkins and Kray and half walked, half ran along the corridor to the parking lot.

      "Now what is it?"

      "There's hundreds of them, mayor, and it's getting pretty ugly."

      

      Elizabeth had checkpoints at each of the main roads into town, but it had no wall and, aside from the river on one side, no other way of preventing people walking into it from the countryside. So, Mayor Kennedy had ordered the police to set up regular patrols to catch anyone entering the town without passing through the checkpoints and the good citizens of Elizabeth could also, in general, be relied upon to inform on those who eluded capture.

      Bella had, with reluctance, continued this practice. Even though her instinct was to help as many people as possible, Elizabeth could only support so many and it was already at its limit without expanding into previously uncleared suburbs. The folks at the "care home" had discovered the consequences of that and would have to make room for themselves, but unbridled expansion was a recipe for chaos.

      It was with this in mind that she approached the western roadblock, Skulls at her side, driven there by the sheriff.

      A sea of people washed up to the checkpoint barrier as a dozen armed deputies held them at bay, shotguns raised.

      One of them turned to her as she approached. "I'm glad you're here, mayor."

      Bella recognized Suggs, the deputy who'd allowed them to enter Elizabeth in the first place and had inadvertently caused the chain of events leading to her being here now. Skulls's injury had healed because of that action, but pretty much everything else had gone awry. She couldn't help thinking they might have made it to DC by now if he'd turned them away.

      "How many are there?" she asked as she scanned the crowd. It was a motley mix of men, women, and children. What they shared was an air of desperation.

      "We don't know," Suggs said, "we haven't dared to cross the barrier. Hundreds, I'm sure."

      A voice called from beyond the line of deputies. "Are you in charge?"

      A woman was raising her hand as if to attract their attention. For lack of any better plan, Bella strode up to the barrier and then, ignoring the protests of the deputies, she ducked under it and approached the woman, hand outstretched.

      "My name is Bella Masters," she said. "I'm temporary mayor of Elizabeth."

      "Well, it's sure good to meet you, Madam Mayor. The name's Brida Beck, outta Pittsburg, Texas." She was a good-looking woman in her fifties with shoulder-length gray hair that retained a trace of color at its fringes.

      "Do you speak for these people?"

      "Heck no!" Beck said with a snort. "We met up with a coupla dozen headin' north, but more 'n more folks have joined. Safety in numbers, I suppose."

      "How many of you are there?"

      She shrugged and glanced over her shoulder. "Hard to say. Maybe two, three hundred."

      "And what do you want?"

      "A place to stay. Folks are starvin'."

      Bella became aware of the people around them listening in on the conversation. "I'd like to ask more questions," she said. "Will you come with me and we can talk in private?"

      "As long as I can bring my granddaughter with me. I ain't leavin' her, not for no one."

      She gestured at a young girl who clung to her leg. Five or six years old, Bella guessed, with eyes that spoke of hunger.

      Bella led them both to the car and sat in the back with her two guests and Skulls in the driving seat. "Take us to the town hall, Steve," she said. "Let's get these people something to eat."

      

      Despite her grandma's protestations, the little girl abandoned all manners as she swooped on the food placed in front of her.

      "Mary-Belle!" Beck said, "That ain't no way to conduct yerself in polite company." As she berated her granddaughter, however, Bella saw her eyes flit to her own bowl of soup. "And take care or you'll burn yer lips!"

      "It's okay. Please, eat something, you must be hungry."

      Beck resisted for a moment and then hunger overcame pride and she dunked a thick slice of bread into her vegetable soup. "Oh, that is mighty delicious," she said between slurps. "Where do y'all get the bread from?"

      "It's baked here in town. The soup's also homemade," Bella said, before getting up and gazing out of the window to give the woman time to eat in privacy.

      "You know we can't just let everyone in, don't you?" Bella said as she gazed down on the people bustling along the main street, hurrying to get home before the light failed completely.

      She heard the sound of a spoon being lowered. "Well, Madam Mayor, you're gonna have to do somethin'. Us folks, we're desperate."

      Bella came back to the table and sat down as Skulls delivered three mugs of coffee and a soda before taking a seat next to her. She could feel the pleasant thrill of his warmth against her flesh, but forced herself to focus on the issue at hand.

      "Why did you leave…where did you say it was?"

      "Pittsburg. Well, it's on account of the war."

      "What war?" Bella said, feeling Skulls tense up.

      Brida Beck looked from one to the other, unable to hide her surprise. "Whaddaya mean? The war between the TLX and Arizona of course."

      "What?" This was the last thing Bella had expected to hear. "Is the TLX trying to expand across the whole of the south?"

      Beck shook her head. "That's not what I've heard. Story is, Arizona declared war on us. And they got allies."

      "Who?"

      Beck looked left and right as if checking that they weren't being overheard. "Word has it, it's the Chinese. Some say they've taken over California and are fixin' to head east. Some of our boys found out the Arizonans were double-crossin' us and that's when it all went right to hell. First we heard up in Pittsburg was when the recruitment wagon rolled in and they started takin' away all the men and boys who could fight. That were bad enough, but they also took all our supplies and we were left with nothin'. So, we began walkin' north and east, and we found this crowd headin' the same way. Course, it's a helluva lot bigger now because others joined as we went. Then people started talkin' about this place where there was a free town and folk could be safe. So we kept walkin'. And now we're here."

      "But you can't all stay. We've got too many people here as it is."

      "It's a bit like a lifeboat," Skulls said. "If you overload it, the boat sinks and everyone dies."

      "And what right have you got to stay alive and my granddaughter to be cast adrift to starve? That's what I wanna know."

      Bella sighed. It wasn't about rights, it was about who was there first. Unfair, certainly, but the only practical measure in the circumstances. "We'll do what we can to help. We'll send what supplies we can spare and give medical help to those who need it."

      Beck was going to protest when the door opened and Sheriff Moretti burst into the room.

      "What is it now, Sheriff?" Bella snapped.

      "They've broken in! Dozens of them, in the town. They've got weapons. They're gonna overrun us!"

      He stepped forward and thrust a police radio into her hand. "McClusky's watching them."

      "Madam Mayor," McClusky said over the radio. "What are your orders?"

      Skulls turned to her. "If we don't push back, the town is lost, Bella."

      Bella looked from Skulls to the sheriff and drew in a deep breath. "Sheriff, call up the reserve; get them on the street."

      She pushed the handset button. "Deputy McClusky, you are to contain them, using minimum force."

      "Some of them are armed, Madam Mayor. May we respond with deadly force?"

      Again, she looked at Skulls and felt her heart sink. He was right, if she let them all in, then Elizabeth would be lost after a night of looting and murder. She knew what ex-Mayor Kennedy would do, and she had set herself up from the start to be different to a woman she regarded as the embodiment of power-crazed evil. But, on this occasion, she had no choice.

      "Yes, Deputy, deadly force is authorized as a last resort."

      And she felt a little part of her soul blacken and die.
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      Solly turned the key over in his hand as he jogged painfully through the streets of Hagerstown. His neck ached from the night he'd spent in the trailer of an abandoned truck not far from the hotel; a night of little sleep as he puzzled out his next move.

      He'd fished the flashlight out of his pack and risked a furtive look at the envelope Aston had pushed into his hand. Inside was the steel key and a hastily scrawled note:

      Hagerstown Medical Center

      Mill Street—head along East. Boul. then north.

      Basement

      1113

      Take what you need and lock up behind you. Keep key.

      Good Luck. Watch for bandits.

      Eastern Boulevard hadn't been cleared of cars and he used their dust covered and rust tinged remains as cover as he moved as quickly as possible along the road. Unlike Seattle, no central authority had been re-established here and so there was no one to clear the roads, not even the main routes in and out of the city. The community at the hotel had focused all their efforts on making themselves secure and seemed to have no interest in Hagerstown as a whole. And so gangs ruled the various districts and it was these he wanted to avoid.

      He'd gotten up at dawn, reluctantly unzipping his sleeping bag as his breath misted on a dull, drizzly morning. The plan was to get to the medical center as early as possible, and hopefully before most of the remaining inhabitants of Hagerstown were out and about, but it had taken him over an hour to get no more than halfway along the boulevard. It turned out that some of the people here were early risers themselves, perhaps for the same reason, and he'd been forced to crouch behind car wreckage and wait for them to disappear, his finger on the trigger of his handgun.

      It was mid-morning before he came down off the overpass and could begin to search for Mill Road among the warren of little streets in the older part of town. He was beginning to despair by the time he finally spotted the sign. The medical center was a one story red brick box and much smaller than he'd imagined. Solly could only imagine that Aston's note meant he'd find antivirals within the center, but he couldn't see why this would be where they'd be kept. Why not move them to the hotel where they'd be safe? And wouldn't they be more likely to be in the main town hospital in any case? Solly found himself wondering whether he was on a wild goose chase while the people who depended on him were succumbing to this virulent flu strain.

      But he was here now, so he had little option but to check. The front entrance had been kicked down and a fire had been set inside. He picked his way carefully between charred furniture and tortured plastic, not looking too hard in case he saw evidence of any people trapped inside when the place had been torched.

      How could there be any supplies here? The center had been ransacked and firebombed. The only chance was to find the basement. Perhaps that had survived the fire, but where was the entrance? Most of the doors inside the building had been left open, and he glanced inside each to see if there was any sign of stairs. They were all full of wreckage and the only traces of medicines he saw were empty boxes scattered on the floor.

      And there were bodies. It looked as though they'd all perished either on the Long Night or soon afterwards. Many had been partially consumed by the fire, but it seemed as though the flames had only reached around two thirds of the way down the building, so he began to find rooms with the remains of their former occupants laying across tables or staining the floor.

      There it was! In the far right corner of the building—a door labeled Basement. It was a steel fire door that was locked—there was no sign that it had been forcibly opened.  Aston's key fit perfectly, and Solly pushed the door open onto blackness beyond.

      He pulled the flashlight from his pocket and switched it on. He was using it sparingly these days because he had no spare batteries and the ones inside must be close to running out—not a prospect he relished if it happened down there.

      The light beam illuminated boxes and metal shelving on the floor below, but all torn apart and tumbled. He would find no drugs here. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, Solly felt claustrophobia squeezing his chest and he glanced back at the open door above. He was just about to run up the steps again and escape when he remembered the numbers scrawled on the paper. 1113. Could it be a combination lock? And why was everything so chaotic down here if the room had been secured? Only a key holder could have opened that door without breaking it down, but why destroy everything and then lock it again on leaving? That was not the action of looters.

      He steeled himself and turned away from the door again, searching the walls with his light. What was he looking for? A safe? He kicked boxes and torn paper away, hoping to reveal something on the dusty floor. No, nothing, so he began lifting the metal shelving to peer under it and pulling boxes trapped beneath. Still nothing. Then, he looked up from the ground and noticed that one rack of shelving remained upright against the wall, partially obscured by another rack at right angles to it. He picked his way across the room and forced his way into the gap between them.

      Solly gasped. There, obscured by the junction of the two shelving racks was a door. It was painted a dark gray which made it merge with the shadows and almost impossible to see without looking at it directly. Beside it, he could see an old-fashioned mechanical door keypad. 1113.

      With a heave, he pulled first one, then the other of the racks away and, when there was just enough room, he slid along the gap so he could reach the keypad, hoping that the door opened inwards. With a click, the pad accepted his code and he pushed.

      Solly shone his flashlight inside and it bounced off box after box piled on shelves. White boxes. It was like an Aladdin's cave of pharmaceutical wonders. His only problem now was finding antivirals among all the other drugs that filled the room from floor to ceiling. He slipped inside and began his search.

      By the time he left the room, having shut the door and obscured it as before, his pack bulged with drugs. He'd also picked up as many antibiotics as he could manage. It was a life-saving haul.

      He ran up the stairs, feeling suddenly full of energy as he shut and locked the outer door before moving quickly back through the building and out under the welcoming gray sky. He'd done it. Now all he had to do was find his car and head home.

      "Red handed, I call it," drawled a voice from behind him. Solly spun around to see a man sitting on a low brick wall outside the medical center. He looked like a young Jimi Hendrix and regarded Solly quite nonchalantly as he tossed a large serrated knife from hand to hand. Though he couldn't see them, Solly became aware of others watching him from behind fences and within shadows.

      "So the question is, where did he get the key? And the door combination?" The voice had a distinctly Caribbean twang.

      The young man got off the wall and sauntered toward Solly, the knife held in his left hand. He wore dark brown velvet pants and a sheepskin lined coat. A red bandana corralled his long curly hair into place and a stringy mustache sat above his lip. "You in big trouble, man. We don't take kindly to thieves stealing our gear."

      Other shapes began moving toward him, knives drawn. Solly pulled the handgun from the inner pocket of his coat. "Stay back!"

      Jimi Hendrix stopped and wagged a lazy finger. "Not cool, man. And anyway, you can't shoot us all. Now why don't we all calm down and you can tell us where you got da key?"

      "Those drugs belong to you?"

      "Well, possession bein' nine tenths of the law…"

      "So, why are you hoarding them? Why hasn't Doctor Harper taken them?"

      Hendrix's eyes narrowed. "How you know this doctor?"

      "There are people on my farm, ill people. I went to ask for medical supplies."

      "And he said no?"

      "Obviously," Solly said. He was getting cold and, despite the evidence, he didn't feel threatened by these people.

      "Well, that would be about right. And you were lucky to get away from there, my friend, very lucky. Look, my name is Robert, though most call me Bobby. I'm puttin' my ratchet away, you see? And me boys, they will do the same. Just you and me, we gonna chat." He folded the knife in the center and dropped it in his pocket before gesturing for Solly to join him on a nearby wall.

      Solly put his gun away and watched as the half dozen gang members disappeared.

      "I'm Solly. But look, what did you mean I was lucky to get away?"

      Bobby gave a grim chuckle. "Dat Harper, him not a real doctor. He's a veterinarian, and a collector."

      "A collector of what?"

      "Of people. Now, dun tell me where you got the key. I'm guessing it was Aston."

      Solly couldn't hide his surprise. "How did you know?"

      This time, Bobby laughed out loud. "Because he was my brother. Me and him, we ran this crew, but he fell in with Harper. He had a key, he knew where the stash were, so it must be him unless he give it to someone else."

      "No, it was him alright."

      "And what is ailing your folk?"

      "Flu—a bad strain."

      Bobby put his hand on Solly's shoulder. "And you say there is drugs in that stash to help?" He face was suddenly animated, as if in hope.

      "Antivirals," Solly said. "That's what I came here for." He fished a pack out of his bag and handed it over.

      "And this will cure the flu?"

      Solly shook his head. "No, but it does help. They get better quicker and some who were going to lose the battle survive."

      Suddenly, Bobby lobbed the pack over Solly's head. "Here, give that to Viv. And hurry now."

      He turned back to Solly. "She be real sick. Nothing was workin', but maybe now she can be saved."

      Bobby regarded Solly for a moment. "We saw you go in there and was fixin' on a real short interview when you came out. Thought you'd been sent by Harper. Thought our hidin' place had been found. But you might have saved Vivian, and so you can be on your way. Go and save your folk, Solly."

      They got up and shook hands.

      And then the shooting started. Bobby looked past Solly. "Did you bring them after all?" he snarled as his knife appeared in his hand.

      "Who? No!" Solly said.

      Bobby read the truth in Solly's eyes, pushed him to one side and ran toward the sounds of gunfire. Solly realized they'd been tracking him. His escape had been nothing more than a means to expose Aston and the treasure trove they believed he knew about.

      Solly ran in the opposite direction, glancing behind to see figures running. The air was full of the crack, crack of gunfire and the calls of people, some in terror, some in triumph. He didn't have time to feel bad about Bobby and his gang as he awaited the hot stabbing pain of a bullet in the back.

      Then a cry split the air and he stumbled to a halt. Solly turned slowly, then swiveled his head back and forth, trying to get a fix on the direction. It was Bobby's voice and he was crying out in rage and frustration, his words punctuated by gunfire.

      For a moment Solly stood there, torn between his own safety and the slim chance he could do anything to help Bobby. Why was he hesitating? The drugs in his backpack would give the people at the new farmhouse a chance of survival, and they'd protect his own folk against the contagion spreading. It wasn't just his own life he would risk by turning back and heading into the fray. Even if he told them what he'd done, they wouldn't blame him. Running was the rational thing to do; he wasn't fleeing out of cowardice.

      Or was he? And, more than anything else, it was because he couldn't honestly answer that question that he roared in frustration and took a zig-zagging path back to the medical center.

      The gunfire was coming from a concrete building to one side. Two Jeeps had been left in the parking lot and Solly could just make out figures hunched behind low walls and, in one case, a trash can, all aiming their weapons at the building's door. Bodies lay outside the door and, in a blur of movement, Solly could see Bobby appear in the doorway and fire a burst of shots at the attackers. As he ducked back, automatic fire shattered the door frame and he cried out in rage and frustration.

      "You ain't comin' in here."

      There was no disguising the pain in his voice. Solly squinted at the bodies outside the door. None of them wore military uniforms. Two attackers lay sprawled on the asphalt but four remained, and they were all armed with assault rifles.

      Solly slipped out from behind cover and aimed for an abandoned car that had been left in the road outside the medical center. As he ran, he saw two of the attackers making a break for a position to one side of the door. When Bobby opened it, he'd go down in a hail of bullets.

      Solly got onto his hands and knees and crawled along the side of the car until he was lying beneath the trunk with a clear line of sight. There was no time to think. Either they died or Bobby did. He sighted along the barrel of his gun and selected which of them would die first, then squeezed the trigger and fired three quick shots. He missed his target, but the other attacker fell in a spray of red.

      Almost instantly, the car was rocked by gunfire from his intended target. When it stopped, he could hear the thumping of boots on asphalt. They were coming for him. He scrambled over to the other side of the car, switched the gun into his right hand and, gritting his teeth, he fired at the first moving target he saw.

      A body fell and the car vibrated under multiple impacts. He couldn't possibly kill both remaining attackers. The next time he tried to take a shot, he'd be picked off by one or the other. But he had no time to think it through. All he knew was that he could either go down fighting or he could wait for death to come to him. The Solly of a few months ago might have been paralyzed with fear at the prospect, but he was now Solly Masters version 2.0. And he was mad.

      He leaped up, saw a blur of movement, and fired. Glass exploded around him and he felt something scrape his skin as he threw himself sideways. And then, in the sudden silence as he waited for the last attacker to round the car, he heard a voice call out.

      "Now, if I was you, Babylon, I'd drop my weapon right about now."

      Solly heard the thud of something metallic being dropped and cautiously peered through the car's broken glass to see Bobby walking toward him, gun pointing at a camouflaged figure holding its hands in the air.

      "Ah, I thought it was you, my good friend Solly," Bobby called. "Now, I suggest we get ourselves outta here pretty fast."
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      The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.

      This quote echoed in the mind of Nathan Woods as he stood at attention, grinding his teeth. With his regulation haircut, scarred cheek, and tattooed biceps, he didn't look like a modern philosopher, but he knew enough domestic and international history to realize what he was witnessing.

      He stood in the front row wearing a borrowed dress uniform as the president spoke to the assembled troops. He could feel Jake shaking slightly, his chest swelling as he drank in the words of their leader. Nathan sighed inwardly. One way or another, this was not going to end well.

      "It is essential that we, as a nation, as a community of the free, recognize the debt we owe to our military in times of conflict…"

      It was odd, thought Nathan, how dictators took such liberties with the concept of freedom. The TLX had used the calamity of the Long Night to justify what Nathan now recognized as oppression, though it had seemed logical enough at the time. Now, the president and his small council of close advisers had tightened their grip even further, eliminating even the pretense of democracy. The TLX was fighting a war in which its victory would be nothing more than the lesser of two evils. If he'd had any sense of humor left, he'd have thought it ironic that, in resisting their enemy, the TLX was becoming its clone.

      "Sergeant Nathan Woods and Private Jacob Masters, both born and bred sons of Texas, demonstrated exceptional courage and fortitude to bring news of our enemy's treachery to military command. Through their actions, and those of their comrades Privates McKenzie and Pavlov, we were able to prepare for the attack. And so, today, I am proud to award the Distinguished Service Cross to Sergeant Woods, the Silver Star to Private Masters, and Purple Hearts to their fallen comrades."

      Applause broke out around them and Nathan staggered a little from the force of the palms thumping on his back. He felt as though he were in some sort of a dream as images of the long trek back to friendly territory flooded his mind. Of their pursuit by Arizonan forces, alerted by the treachery of Wozniak. Of the moment when McKenzie fell in an ambush that Nathan and Jake had escaped by the skin of their teeth. If there was a God, he had been with them that day, though Nathan couldn't imagine what McKenzie had done to be abandoned to his fate. After a week of scrambling through the wilderness, they'd finally found friendly troops and had been taken to meet the president immediately. And then the war had begun.

      The North Koreans had declared their hand by taking San Diego and making that their base of operations. They'd then secured a swath of land to the east, heading toward Arizona, and the soldiers Nathan had encountered at the gas station were the farthest advanced of their units. When they realized that their secret would be revealed if Nathan made it back to TLX territory, they had accelerated their plans and drawn troops up to repel any attack.

      The role of Arizona in all this had been revealed by Wozniak—the leadership in Phoenix had, through intimidation or bribery, been converted to the North Korean cause. The plan, it seemed, had been for Wozniak to return to Phoenix with the evidence on Nathan's camera, claiming that the TLX soldiers had died at the hands of the North Koreans. The hope was that this would force the TLX to withdraw from Arizona to prepare for war—giving the North Koreans time to bring in reinforcements across the Pacific.

      By exposing their treachery, Nathan had precipitated war, but against an enemy that was weaker than it would be in the coming months.

      He snapped out of these thoughts as applause rang out again. Jake pushed against his shoulder and Nathan realized it was time for them to line up on the stage to receive their medals. He followed the man to his right—a soldier he didn't know who was also being decorated—and walked up the steps, looking out over the faces gazing up at them. Hundreds were here, and multiple cameras moved on the stage and among the crowd to record the event. Live broadcast television hadn't yet been reestablished, but these films would be kept as a record and played in theaters across the new nation as electricity spread wider.

      The president began moving along the line as an announcer introduced each man.

      "Sergeant Nathan Woods, for extreme gallantry in the service of his nation, the Distinguished Service Cross."

      President Murphy appeared in front of Woods, took the medal from an aide, and pinned it to Woods's breast. They exchanged salutes.

      "Well done, soldier. You're a credit to our fine nation," Murphy said, before leaning in as applause shook the room. "Don't let it go to your head though, son."

      "Thank you, Mr. President," Nathan said as the shadow moved on to Jake where it was forced to wait for the noise to quieten enough for Jake's citation to be made.

      Jake had said that Nathan had become something of a national hero once word of their trek across the desert had spread, liberally embellished as it did so. Woods himself hadn't believed it, but, after a couple of days recuperating, he'd been kept constantly busy on missions that, it seemed to him, were becoming progressively more dangerous.

      But there was no denying it: he'd gotten far more applause than anyone else here, even the president. And if he knew anything about Murphy, it was that he didn't like sharing the spotlight.

      

      Colonel Martinez looked up at Nathan as he stood at attention. "Congratulations on your decoration, Sergeant," he said. "You come highly recommended, but all new members of my team begin with a clean slate. Is that clear?"

      "Yes sir," Woods said, hoping that the meaning behind the colonel's words would become apparent at some point. He and Jake had received their new orders on the day of the award ceremony and now, forty-eight hours later, he was at a forward base a few miles from the front line of this phony war.

      The colonel leaned back in his chair and considered Nathan, before speaking in a barely audible mumble, his lips hardly moving. "What you and Masters did saved our bacon. Without that intelligence, the Kims would have had time to build up their forces unmolested, and we'd have found out far too late. I want you to know that. Nod if you understand."

      Nathan gave a curt nod, wondering what on Earth was going on.

      "I am obliged by the chain of command to give you these orders," he continued in the same low register.

      Martinez sat forward, as if a switch had been flipped, and his voice was now clear, strong and commanding. "Since you have proven yourself adept at operating in enemy territory and returning with valuable intelligence, you are being assigned to a small team. Your mission is to proceed to San Diego, report on the enemy's disposition and disrupt it to the best of your ability. You discovered the enemy, Sergeant. Now you will tell us how strong he is."

      So, that was it. Nathan looked into the colonel's eyes and saw the regret and sadness there. He was just following orders. It said everything about the oppressive nature of the regime now in charge that a decorated officer such as Martinez felt powerless. The genius of the plan was that it made perfect sense. Someone had to take a look at the enemy, why not the man who'd already outwitted them once?

      Nathan came to attention and saluted. "Yes sir," he said.

      "Good man," Martinez said. "We will do what we can to prepare you."

      "May I ask a question, sir?"

      Martinez nodded.

      "Am I to go alone or is Private Masters coming with me?"

      "Masters will remain here. My orders related only to you." Again, Woods looked into the colonel's eyes and saw a man in conflict with his own sense of justice. Command knew that Nathan and Jake were connected by a bond of, at the very least, friendship. So they would keep Jake here as, effectively, a hostage to ensure that Nathan returned, if he could.

      "You are dismissed, Sergeant. I wish you Godspeed."

      Nathan saluted again, turned on the spot and left the room.

      

      "They probably just think I'd slow you down, sarge," Jake said as he and Nathan sat in the mess hall that night.

      "We're off the clock, Jake, so call me Nate. But I'm pretty sure I know what's going on here. And keep your voice down."

      Jake snorted. "Why? D'you think we might be overheard?"

      "Exactly, and it's no laughing matter."

      "Come off it, Nate. You're paranoid. Why would they do that?" Jake said, though he did lower his voice.

      Nathan shook his head. "I can't say too much here, but don't you think it's odd that I'm being sent on a suicide mission and you're being held here? I think maybe our glorious leader feels a bit threatened by my status as a national hero."

      "You're crazy! Why would the president be like that? He just gave you a medal!"

      "Quiet!" Nathan hissed. "Maybe you're right and I'm just a paranoid freak, but the fact remains that I'll be away for a while and there's every chance I won't come back. I promised your mother I'd look after you, but I'm ordered not to take you and, in any case, you'd only be walking into more danger with me."

      Jake shrugged. "Don't worry about me. As for Mom, she made her choice when she deserted the TLX, taking the president's son with her."

      "She did it to save your sister."

      "No, Maddie had her duty and she ran away from it. I'm lucky I haven't been thrown into jail for my family's disloyalty."

      Nathan tried to wrap his mind around this new side to Jake. The boy had barely spoken about his mother since he'd joined the Army, but he certainly seemed to have believed the propaganda message regarding the “abduction” of the president's son. Perhaps it was a subconscious defense mechanism. Whatever it was, Nathan didn't like it. But, whatever he thought of the boy's beliefs, he'd made a commitment to looking after him to the best of his ability, and returning alive from the mission was the only way he could do that.

      The problem was, he couldn't see any way that could be achieved.

      

      There was a woman sitting on his bed when he got back to his room. She stood as he entered and saluted.

      "Corporal Pak Su-Mi," she said.

      She was a slim young woman wearing National Guard fatigues.

      Woods returned the salute. "What are you doing here, Corporal?"

      "Please, shut the door, Sergeant."

      Not taking his eyes off her, Nathan swung the door shut and stepped back a little to increase the space between them.

      "I have swept the room and I do not believe we can be overheard," she said.

      "Answer my question, Corporal. Why are you in my room?"

      She drew in a deep breath as if preparing to deliver a rehearsed statement. "I have been assigned to your mission to NK Occupied San Diego, Sergeant."

      "Colonel Martinez said I was to go alone."

      She shook her head. "Respectfully, the colonel's orders were to send you and not Private Masters or any other member of the TLX military."

      "And?" Nathan was all at sea now. "You said you are a corporal and you're wearing an army uniform."

      Her mouth bent into a shy smile. "Both are true, but I am not enlisted in the TLX forces."

      "Which army do you belong to?"

      "The Arizona National Guard."

      "You're the enemy!" Nathan said, suddenly fearing a trap.

      She shook her head again. "No, Sergeant. I am a defector."

      "But you're Korean!"

      "Yes, I was born in Kim Jong-Un's glorious communist republic, but I escaped when serving as a guard for one of our ambassadors. My parents were sent to a detention center and I never heard from them again. You can see, therefore, that I do not welcome North Korean forces in my new country. I will help you to succeed in your mission."

      Nathan felt his whole body relax just a little. So, the colonel was on his side, and risking a lot to give Nathan a fighting chance. He'd have known perfectly well that while he was obeying the letter of the orders, his superiors would look poorly on his actions if they ever came to light.

      For the first time since he'd been given this suicide mission, Nathan Woods saw a glimmer of hope.

      

      "What's so funny?"

      Nathan pointed at the sign. "Welcome to Tombstone, Arizona," he said. "It just tickled me. A certain poetic irony to it. What? You reckon just because I'm a grunt I'm not capable of thinking about anything more than when I can eat next? I'm quite a sophisticated man."

      Su-Mi crinkled her nose in a way that Woods knew, from their brief time together, indicated amused disbelief.

      "Well, anyway, we've done well today. I suggest we find somewhere here to hunker down for the night."

      "Yes, sarge. Sounds good. My legs feel as though they've worn down to the knees."

      Woods gave a weary grunt. "But don't call me sarge," he said. "We really do have to get out of the habit."

      "Sorry…Nate."

      They'd not seen a living soul in Tombstone. It was south of where the invading forces were massed, but close enough that any remaining inhabitants had chosen to abandon it. Nathan and Su-Mi had passed a handful of these refugees heading east toward New Mexico.

      He felt incredibly exposed in his civvies, though he welcomed the reassuring weight of the Glock in its shoulder holster. Su-Mi was similarly dressed, though she had a North Korean uniform hidden in her pack. For the first part of their journey, they were masquerading as a husband and wife fleeing the war zone. Once they got close to San Diego, they would swap roles, with Su-Mi becoming an NCO in the KPA escorting a prisoner.

      For now, however, they had many days of trudging through the landscape ahead of them until, hopefully, they would be far enough behind the battle line that they could risk using a car without attracting unwelcome attention.

      The sun was setting in a pink sky as they turned off the main road and into a motel parking lot. It was a row of single story rooms with metal seats outside and it was obvious that all of them had been occupied at some point since the Long Night. Nathan found the cleanest and, between them, they gathered all the junk and piled it at the end of the row. The room had two single beds, but the bed linen was filthy, so they stripped it off and unrolled their sleeping bags onto the mattresses.

      Nathan set up his camping stove and ripped open two ration packs of chicken stew. Su-Mi was on her hands and knees examining the floor with her flashlight. He didn't bother asking her what she was doing because she carried out the same ritual every night whether they slept outside or in. She was looking for bugs or “creepy-crawlies” as she called them. It would be easy to imagine that she was a soft civilian who would be more a hindrance than anything but that would be a mistake. He was pretty certain that her friendly demeanor was not an act, but it hid a core that was as hard as steel.

      Being frightened of bugs wasn't, after all, quite as crazy as walking into enemy territory with nothing more than a pistol and a destination. As he closed his eyes, Nathan began dreaming of cockroaches.
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      Solly stood beside the graveside and wept tears of grief and rage. He'd returned with the antivirals five days before, with Bobby and his sister. She was now recovering in the Fordham farmhouse, but he hadn't returned quickly enough to save everyone. Three strangers were dead before he'd gotten back, and another was too sick to save. And now Landon lay in a deep hole wrapped in a white blanket as, one by one, his friends took turns to shovel dirt into the grave.

      Arnold had officiated and, as a religious man, he'd done his best to give the ceremony the dignity it deserved while Solly stood there, trying desperately to force down his white-hot anger. This was a world devoid of any justice if good men like Landon died while so many, including the architects of the greater disaster of the Long Night, remained alive.

      Becky the medic couldn't explain why he'd died when others who had seemed less strong than he was had survived. Perhaps he'd had a congenital condition, she said. Or maybe he was simply unlucky. Either way, the young man he'd first met as he stood guard at a food depot, not abandoning his post despite the obvious futility of it, was now dead. The young man who'd supported Janice and the others to see the community thrive in Solly's absence. A good man. It wasn't fair.

      Solly had rejoined the people of the farmhouse for this ceremony after Becky assured him he couldn't possibly transmit the disease, but still he kept his distance. He and Bobby stood apart with Jaxon, who was still unsteady on his feet. Janice was there, tears streaming down her face, and he wanted nothing more than to run into her embrace and share their grief. In a sense, he understood why she was so devastated—she'd come to know Landon much better than he during the weeks Solly was away—but his own grief was harder to pin down. Perhaps it was because it was just another kick in the teeth he'd done everything he possibly could to avoid. Another failure. Perhaps it was that Landon's death symbolized everything that was wrong with the new world. A world where the Lee Corporation seemed to be the only winner. Well, he was going to do something about that. Justice was dead. Long live Justice.

      

      They held the wake on the lawn outside the farmhouse, overseen by the rocking chair Landon had used to rest up while his leg healed in the early days. Bobby had taken Jaxon back to the Fordham place and so Solly sat alone beneath a cherry tree, staring with unfocused eyes at the unopened buds that would soon coat the tree in living pink.

      "Are you okay?"

      Solly jerked out of his dream to see Janice there. "Don't come closer!"

      She smiled and his heart melted. "Becky says you're no danger. If I was a suspicious woman, I'd think you didn't want to be anywhere near me."

      He knew she wasn't being serious, but still it hurt. "Are you kidding me? I want nothing more than to hold you right now."

      And she was upon him before he could push her away. He felt the chair's legs sink into the soft earth as she threw her arms around him and pulled herself so close he could hardly breathe. As she relaxed a little, he drew in a lungful of her scent and kissed her, their lips merging for no more than a couple of seconds before she pushed herself away. "There, I'm quite infected now, if you were. Thank you for giving me a moment's happiness. Poor Landon. Such a horrible, horrible thing to happen."

      "I know," Solly said, gazing up at her as she sat on his knees. He drew in a deep breath. "I want to see Khaled, Scott and Paulie."

      "Why?"

      "All of this, the Long Night and all the death that's happened since, is because of the Lee Corporation."

      Janice shrugged a little and looked uncertainly at Solly. "There have always been flu epidemics, Sol. You can't blame them for Landon and the others."

      "Oh yes I can," Solly said, with a little more heat than he'd originally intended. "Even if he'd gotten the disease, if they hadn't destroyed our society, he'd have had decent hospital care. He'd have survived."

      "But Sol, what d'you think you can do about it?" she said. "I'm sad too, but I don't want you to go away again. I want you to stay here with me."

      Solly's heart swelled with love and sadness. To finally feel this way while knowing that he couldn't possibly enjoy it was tearing him apart. But the line had been crossed. Solly Masters was no longer a passive pawn in another's game of chess; he could not leave the fight to others while he waited for the ax to fall. He was the only one who Alison would take orders from and he was one of only a handful who knew of the threat posed by Lee Corp. If he didn't act, who would?

      "I want that too," he said, and he meant it from the bottom of his heart. "But I cannot stay here and let others fight for us. I need to see Khaled, Scott and Paulie and I need to see them now."

      

      Solly still wasn't prepared to expose the old and young of the farmhouse to any risk of spreading the disease, so they met in the barn, sitting in a rough square made of straw bales. Janice sat next to Solly with Khaled, Scott and Paulie opposite. Bobby had become the de facto leader of the Fordham community and a fast friend of Solly's, so he'd also been invited to attend.

      Two gas lanterns had been placed in the space between the two groups and Solly was fighting the instinctive temptation to try to warm his hands on them as the cool afternoon morphed into a cold night.

      Scott sat impassively, waiting for Solly to speak, but Paulie had a restlessness about her that suggested she wanted desperately to be somewhere else. Khaled's eyes darted around the room giving the impression of a hunted animal looking for an opportunity to make a break for it.

      "This is Bobby Richards. He is responsible for the antivirals and other drugs we have stockpiled. He's taken charge of the Fordham community." Before they'd escaped in one of the Jeeps their attackers had used, Bobby had insisted they go back into the basement of the medical center and spend as long as they dared filling the car with the most useful medicines.

      "Aye, well, I do not want to be in charge, but no one else was willin' so I do it as a favor to my friend Solly so he can come to his lady," Bobby said, winking at Janice, who blushed.

      "Why are we here, Solly?" Scott said, after nodding a greeting to Bobby. "I think we've all had a long and sad day."

      Solly focused on Scott Lee, who looked as though he hadn't slept well for a long time. "Let me ask you, Scott. What are you doing here?"

      "What's that supposed to mean? You called the meeting!"

      Solly shook his head. "No, I mean what are you doing here, at the farm?"

      "You said I'd be welcome."

      "And so you are. But that doesn't explain why you're here."

      Scott Lee sighed. "I guess I'm just happy to be at peace for a while."

      "But you're not at peace, are you?" Janice said, surprising Solly. "You can't sleep, you told me yourself."

      Like a deflating tire, Scott Lee seemed to shrink before their eyes.

      "I feel as though this is the calm before the storm. I know it can't last long and I'm afraid of what will happen when it ends." In his clipped English accent, it sounded almost poetic.

      "Storm clouds are gathering," Solly mumbled.

      A mood settled on them that was as dark as the gathering night outside. "Look, we can sit here in this oasis, and wait for what we know must come at some point, hoping against hope that we're wrong, despite everything we've seen and learned. Or…"

      Scott looked up. "Or what?"

      "Or we fight back," Solly said, fueled by the anger swelling within him.

      Scott shook his head, dropping his gaze to the floor. "We've got no chance. They're too strong for us."

      "With or without hope, I'm going to fight back," Solly said. "I've lost too many. I sure as hell am not going to let them take this place—these people—away from me without paying the price. Have you forgotten who is living in that farmhouse?" Solly stood up and began pacing back and forth, gesticulating at the passive figure of Scott Lee. "We have children to think of. We have to fight for them if not for ourselves. Now, are you going to help or will you spend your remaining days waiting for the end to come?"

      Now it was Scott's turn to become animated as he thrust a finger in Solly's direction. "Of course I know about the children, but what can we do? They've secured New York and Seattle, and they've gotten their tentacles into the new government in DC. They're too strong. It's bows and arrows against the lightning."

      "I get the reference," Solly said, coming to a halt face to face with Scott Lee. "War of the Worlds. But remind me, who ended up winning?"

      Scott Lee shrugged. "Neither side won. Humanity was on its knees, but the Martians were defeated by the planet itself—microbes, disease."

      "And don't you think, as our resident genius, that we could take inspiration from that? The strongest can be defeated by the smallest. We just have to find their weakness. The Martians had a flawed immune system…"

      Lee shook his head. "The Lee Corporation has no such weakness."

      "How can you be sure?"

      "Because I helped design their systems."

      "You don't know what you're up against," Khaled said, his voice barely audible. "They are building an army of autonomous drones that will hunt down every living human being. I've seen them. They are quite unbeatable. I am sorry."

      Solly slumped back onto a bale. "I see you two have been talking while I was away. No wonder you can't sleep."

      "We can't run from reality, Solly," Scott said. "These drones, these Reapers are a perversion of a project I was working on to deliver medical aid to remote regions. And it gets worse…"

      Sighing Solly said, "Oh, do tell me."

      "The Lee Corporation's plan is for the Reapers to implant a new BonesWare device into all humans—whether they have an implant already or not. They want to use these to control people, to have a compliant army of slave workers to exploit a world in which they are the only commercial superpower."

      Janice gasped. "My God, that's horrific."

      "Indeed. The Reapers are controlled by the Annabel Lee entities installed in the Lee Corp buildings in Seattle and New York. They are quite unbeatable."

      Khaled nodded. "He is right. I have seen them."

      "But what the Lee Corporation doesn't know," Scott said, "is that Annabel will betray them. She doesn't want mastery over the humans of the world. She wants their extinction. She will allow the Reapers to tag every human being on the planet, and then she will trigger the implants and terminate everyone, including all Lee Corp employees."

      Solly rubbed his eyes. This had gotten completely out of hand. "How can you be so sure that this is her plan?"

      "Firstly, because I knew her better than anyone," Lee said. "And also because it's the best explanation for what happened on the Long Night. The Lee Corp plan was to hijack BonesWare to gain control over every wearer, but Annabel triggered mass death."

      "And they didn't work out what had happened?"

      Scott shook his head. "No, she was very clever. She left a backdoor in the code, but there's no one left now with the expertise to reverse engineer it and work out that it was her. Except for Khaled and I, that is, and maybe one other man who is now back in North Korea."

      "North Korea?" Solly gasped.

      "Oh yes, Solly. You see, this is even bigger than you might have imagined. I suspected they and the Chinese were involved, and Khaled has confirmed it. This was a global plot. The Chinese and the North Koreans, through the Lee Corporation, want to control this world and to finally bring an end to the hegemony of the West. But they are fools, because they have placed their trust in Annabel Lee, and she will betray us all. They want domination; they're going to get extermination."

      "Bows and arrows against the lightning," Khaled said as silence fell.

      As the group in the barn sat with their heads down, contemplating the second apocalypse, the sounds of children playing floated through the windless night from the farmhouse. Solly felt as though the ground was opening between his feet as he gazed at the straw-strewn floor, as if it would pull him down to the fires below. And still his rage smoldered.

      He felt Bobby stir beside him. "Maybe I'm not understandin' everything I been hearing. I been spending my time since this trouble all started keepin' me and my people safe, though that didn't work out so well in the end. But you seen things I couldna' imagine. I know my friend Solly is a straight-up guy and if he says this is gonna happen, then I believe it and it chills me to the bone."

      Solly looked across to the slim black man as Bobby carefully formulated what he said next.

      "But I have a question. Maybe I didn't hear that fella quite right, but it seemed to I that he said this Lee Corporation it is building its drone army."

      Solly shrugged. "That's right, Bobby. What's your point?"

      "Well, he said they is building. Not they has built. Does they have an army or not?"

      Solly jerked upright and looked across at Khaled. "Did you say that?" Frankly, he'd been so busy looking at the rain cloud, he might easily have missed the silver lining.

      Khaled looked like a rabbit caught in a car's headlights. "What does it matter whether they have them now or in weeks or months?"

      "How many have you actually seen?" Scott said, suddenly animated again.

      Khaled shrugged. "In the flesh? Only one: the prototype. But they told me the army would be ready in weeks. Why does this matter?"

      "Because it gives us a chance to stop them before the Reapers are released," Solly said.

      "What chance?" Khaled said, flushing with what looked like a mix of anger and fear. "What possible chance have you got to stop them? You don't even know where they're being built!"

      "No," Solly said, the threat in his voice unmistakable, "but I think you do. Now I know why they released you to come find us."

      Khaled shook his head. "They didn't release me, I escaped!"

      "Perhaps you genuinely think so, but I reckon they showed you the Reaper and then sent you to find us. You were sent to the last place Alison was known to be. Your job was to find her and to prevent anyone you met taking action against the Lee Corporation by sowing your seeds of doom."

      Khaled was shaking as Scott Lee turned to him. "It's true, isn't it? You're an instrument of the Corporation."

      "No, I am not. I escaped, I promise you!"

      Scott grabbed Khaled's arms and swung him round so they were face to face. "Then help us. Tell me where they're building the drones."
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      A woman was lying on the bed, her arm bound in bloodstained white cloth. The medic whispered in Bella's ear. The woman would live, though the arm would be deformed since they lacked the means to fix it properly. Six months ago, it would have been routine, but in a world with limited electricity, severely rationed medical supplies, and even fewer surgeons, saving lives was about the most they could aim for.

      The old commercial building on the outskirts of Elizabeth made for a poor hospital, but it had a working generator and electrical system and small offices that served as hospital rooms.

      The woman on the bed moaned quietly and opened her eyes. Bella could see her expression tighten as the blessed analgesia of sleep gave way to pain. After a few seconds, the woman became aware that she wasn't alone and she turned her head to look at Bella, who stood at the foot of her bed, and the two armed guards flanking her. She put two and two together and spat, "You murderous bitch! How do you sleep at night?"

      Bella flinched from the onslaught. The only crumb of comfort in this nightmare was that such attacks still affected her, even having endured so many. She knew that when she became capable of brushing them off she would truly have lost herself.

      "I'm sorry," Bella said. The truth was that she didn't sleep at night. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw images of bullet-ridden bodies lying in the streets. It didn't help much that some of the bodies were those of Elizabeth citizens attacked by the insurgents. It didn't help that she'd had no choice but to instruct her police and militia to use deadly force. It didn't help that the very existence of Elizabeth had been at stake that night. None of that assuaged the guilt or gave her room to excuse herself. Men and women had died at her command. Her command. A Texan housewife who, until a few months ago, had worked as an accountant's assistant and whose definition of a bad day in the office was being trapped in an elevator with a senior partner. And now they called her a murderer.

      She felt a gentle nudge in the ribs and a voice whispered in her ear. "Come on, Bella. Let's move along."

      Bella emerged from deep memory to look into the face of Skulls. He'd insisted on being one of her guard detail, even though it entailed donning a uniform. He claimed it made him look like a pig in a bow tie, but she liked it. She liked him, and she couldn't have faced this level of hatred without him by her side.

      They'd spent many hours in nighttime conversation since the incursion. When she'd told him how much she needed his strength, he'd pulled her close. "You give me purpose," he'd said with gentle warmth. "I'd be lost without you."

      She met with the medical team outside the makeshift hospital. Overall, thirteen people had died on the night or as a result of it. Three were citizens of Elizabeth who either resisted or simply happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The others - seven men and three women - had been among the fifty or so invaders who'd snuck into town. The remainder had been captured in pretty short order. Objectively, given the danger to Elizabeth, the killing of ten aggressors might be considered proportionate, and the sheriff certainly thought his people had done an exemplary job. But every one of those deaths weighed on Bella's soul like the chains of Jacob Marley. And the problem of what to do with the people who remained outside the town had not been solved.

      

      "The situation in the camp is becoming critical. If we don't do something quickly, we'll face, at best, a humanitarian disaster and, at worst, another assault on the city."

      Walter Schmidt leaned back in his chair and dropped the sheet of paper he'd been reading from onto the table.

      Schmidt was a master of stating the obvious. A pompous bureaucrat to whom the phrase humanitarian disaster meant nothing more than an administrative challenge, Schmidt was, nevertheless, an adept organizer and no one else had the experience or inclination to help Bella run the city.

      He sat at the long rectangular table with the sheriff, security chief, Skulls and Al. Bella took the position at the head, still feeling entirely out of place, though she thought she was finally getting the measure of her executive team. The sheriff was a reliable plodder and Schmidt was a calculating machine. The only one she felt she could rely upon, aside from Skulls and Al, was Charlston, the chief of security.

      "We've been over this a dozen times," Bella said. "They can't come into Elizabeth; we just don't have the room or the means to feed them."

      "We're feeding them at the moment," Skulls said, "and Al's got an idea that might solve the housing crisis."

      Bella sighed inwardly and turned to her father. Hearing his crackpot ideas in private was bad enough, but it would be sheer murder in front of an audience. "Yes, Pop?"

      "Now don't you go rolling your eyes, Liebchen," he said, wagging his finger. "I've been chatting to Rufus and Martha at the old folks home."

      "You told me I couldn't call it that!" Bella said, unable to stop herself.

      Al winked at her. "It's okay for us old folks to call it that. We're doing it ironically. Anyway, Rufus and Martha were bellyaching about how they were goin' to get enough houses cleared on the east side for them to be able to move in, and it occurred to me that we've got a ready-made workforce camped outside our barricades. If they work together, they can clear East Elizabeth for both groups. Everyone's a winner."

      "And how do we feed this new population?" Schmidt said.

      "Well, Mr. Schmidt, I guess we'd have to send our raiding parties a bit further afield. There's plenty of young men and women among the newcomers who'd be happy to help, I reckon."

      "Rufus and Martha are okay with this, are they? They're still going to have to work hard to clear those houses. It's going to take some time."

      Al shrugged. "It was Martha's idea, to be honest—"

      There was a knock at the door.

      Just as they were making progress. "What is it?" Bella called out, exasperated.

      The head of a guard Bella only knew as Dave appeared in the gap. "Sorry to disturb you, Madam Mayor, but there's a man here who insists on seeing you. He's from the camp."

      "I said I wasn't to be disturbed," Bella snapped. "I'll be visiting the camp tomorrow, he can wait until then."

      "But he says he knows you, Mayor —"

      A big arm appeared around the shoulder of the guard and he fell back with a cry.

      In the doorway stood a thickset man of military bearing, his left arm was missing from the elbow down and his nose had been sliced off. She knew that if she'd seen this monster before she'd remember him, but she certainly hadn't. Her first thought was that it was the convict she'd left to the 'gators, but, even with two holes where his nose had been, it was obviously not him.

      "Don't recognize me?" the man said, his voice full of bitterness. "I knew it was you as soon as I heard the name of this town's mayor. How many Bella Masters can there be, after all?"

      "Who are you?"

      He shook his head in disbelief. "Maybe that boy thought you were being kind by tying us up and leaving us in the basement, but his father doesn't forgive easily. He took my nose and my arm. He tortured me until I couldn't bear it no more. Then he gave us both a revolver with one round in and had us play Russian Roulette with each other."

      "You were one of Luke's guards!" Bella said, finally.

      "I was, and that boy needs to see what the consequences of his actions were. Then he needs to come home."

      

      The camp had been set up on the road into Elizabeth. Ex-mayor Kennedy had set up a warehouse that had been filled with everything useful that had been stripped from the houses as they were cleared of the dead. So there was a ready supply of family tents, furniture, and equipment to set up a temporary holding area while Bella and the people of the town decided what to do about them.

      There was no question of Bob, Luke's former guard, being given access to the boy. Luke hadn't asked to be held under what amounted to house arrest so he could be forced into an arranged marriage. Bob hadn't chosen to be assigned as his guard either, but two wrongs did not make a right. The real villain was President Murphy, and Bella had no intention of allowing Luke to hand himself over to his father's questionable mercy. And where Luke went, Maddie would follow.

      She'd ordered Bob to be uncuffed as she accompanied him back to the camp. In truth, the man wasn't as angry as he had the right to be. He'd been discovered bound in the basement with his colleague. They'd then been tortured and mutilated and this only ended when Bob had killed the other guard, fearing he might die at any moment.

      Finally, he'd been taken to the east of the state and dumped on the road, half naked. His banishment would only end if he returned with Luke, and so he'd trudged his way north and east until he'd met with the column that had ended up outside Elizabeth. He'd heard the name of the mayor and had immediately snuck into the town to confront her.

      Now, though, as they got out of the car with Skulls and another guard, his excitement had subsided. It was as if he'd focused so much on finding Luke that he hadn't considered whether it was fair to the boy to bring him home, even if he could. There was no doubt that Murphy would kill his son, and very publicly. Bob, it seemed, possessed something his president did not. He had a conscience.

      "We can't stay here much longer," he said as he stood next to Bella. The car had been parked just inside the barrier and they walked through, a handful of deputies shadowing them as they went. "The sanitary arrangements are going to get out of hand pretty soon, and if disease breaks out, then you're gonna have a whole heap of sick and dying folks on your hands. At first, I figured that might be your plan all along, but now I've met you, I don't reckon so. When you've worked for a sociopath for as long as I have, you forget that not all leaders are the same."

      "I'll take that as a compliment," Bella said. "And you're right. We're going to assign housing to the east of Elizabeth along with some manpower. You'll have to organize yourselves, though, and it'll take a lot of work to make those places habitable."

      "You're gonna let them all stay, then?"

      "It's the right thing to do," Bella said.

      Bob grunted. "You ain't gonna be popular with all your people."

      "It's still the right thing to do," she said. "And, in any case, I'm beginning to think that we need to get bigger if we're going to survive. More people are arriving every day and we need to be able to deal with them whether they're friendly or not. But tell me, what's happening in the TLX? I haven't had any news."

      "I've been wandering a long time, but there's others who can give more recent tidings. Do you want to meet them?"

      So she followed him into the heart of the camp.

      

      Two men sat around the small camping table in the center of a large tunnel tent. Bella went in on her own, after instructing a reluctant Skulls to stand guard outside.

      Suspicious faces looked up at her as she pulled up a camping chair and took a seat beside Bob.

      "She's okay, fellas," he said as the two looked at him with suspicion. "This here's Mayor Bella Masters. Mayor, this is Wyatt and Carlos. President Murphy calls them deserters."

      "We wouldn't do what we were ordered," Carlos said. He was a short man whose pronounced cheekbones resulted in a skull-like face. "I didn't join up to shoot unarmed civilians. Told my corporal I wouldn't do it and damn near got a bullet in the head for my troubles. He's a good fella, though, and faked shootin' me. Had to wait till dark, curled up like I was dead, before I could creep away."

      The other man scratched his beard. "Did Bob get that right? Your name's Masters?"

      "Yes, that's right."

      "Your boy ain't Jake, is he?"

      Bella felt her heart give a sudden thump. "What? Yes, Jake's my son. Do you know him?"

      "No, I've never met him, but he's certainly made a name for hisself."

      "What do you mean?"

      Wyatt leaned forward, clearly delighted to know something she didn't. "Well, he brought back news of how those backstabbers in Phoenix were gonna betray us to the North Koreans."

      "What? No, don't tell me—I want to know how he is!"

      Wyatt shrugged. "I reckon he's doin' just fine. Last I heard, he was gonna get a medal from the president. Him and that sergeant he was with. What was his name, Carlos?"

      "Woods."

      "Nathan! He was with Nathan?"

      Again Wyatt gave a shrug as if it was of no consequence. "Yeah, Nathan Woods is even more of a hero than your son. I don't s'pose the president's too happy about that neither."

      "Where are they now?"

      Wyatt's reply was cut off by Skulls's call from outside. "What are you doing here?"

      The tent flap was thrust aside and a man came inside.

      "Where you been, Carter?" Bob said, looking up at the thick-set newcomer.

      Before he could answer, another figure ducked inside and stood looking uncertainly at the people in the tent.

      "Luke!" Bella hissed.

      "So, you went behind my back," Bob said, scowling at the newcomer.

      "Sure enough. I found him and we had a little chat, man to man. He's here of his own free will."

      Bella got up and stood in front of Luke, looking into his eyes. "Why are you here?"

      "I'm going back, Bella," he said, quietly.

      "You'll be murdered!"

      He gave a wan smile. "Only if I'm caught. Say goodbye to Maddie for me. Tell her…tell her that I love her. I'll come back if I can, but she mustn't try to follow me."

      "You can't go back. Where will you hide?"

      "Oh, we don't plan on hiding, Madam Mayor," Carter said. "Every man here has had his life ruined by that monster who calls himself president. We may not look like much, but we're gonna do our best to right a few wrongs."

      "I'm going back with them, Bella," Luke said and, for the first time, she saw the man this boy was becoming. "I'm going back to silence my father."
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      Marvin and Luna had settled into a daily routine. She would ask how far there was to go, he'd explain that the sooner they got started that morning, the better, and, a few hours later, she'd complain about her butt hurting from sitting still.

      Now things had gotten worse. Fifty miles west of Washington DC, the roads had become completely impassable. Cars and trucks had been abandoned—not on the Long Night but much more recently. Like an arterial clot, they were stemming the flow of traffic heading toward the capital. So, they'd been forced to abandon the trusty pickup that had seen them across the continent and to walk. Which meant she was now bellyaching about having sore feet.

      Only Dany, the half-Alsatian, seemed to be as sanguine as she had been at the start of the journey. The dog had barely survived the lion attack back in Spokane and it had been Marvin's careful tending that had seen her through. Sure, Luna had been by the dog's side day and night, but it had been Tucker who'd made the tough decisions and Tucker who'd stitched her up after tying her jaws together. And the dog seemed to somehow appreciate what he'd done for her. She'd become his dog over those long days and the affection went both ways, to his surprise. Luna didn't seem to have noticed, as Dany's behavior toward her hadn't changed much, but something had changed between man and animal—a dog-shaped hole in his life he'd not known existed was now filled.

      "How much farther today, Marvin?" Luna asked as they trudged along.

      "I dunno, kid. We'll stop when we can, okay?"

      The girl grunted and he could see her head dipping in exhaustion. "Will they let us go to New York when we get there?"

      "All we can do is ask," Tucker responded.

      "And what if they say no?"

      Tucker chuckled. "Then we'll go anyway." They'd had this discussion dozens of time. Sometimes, talking to a kid was like chatting to a forgetful old relative—repeatedly treading the same paths.

      They'd come across the first signs to the east of Hagerstown. They'd been heading northeast, ignoring the hand-painted notices directing them southwest toward DC. And then, finally, they'd found the road blocked. With a thrill of fear, Tucker had seen the Lee Corporation logo on the flak jackets of the people behind the barricade.

      New York, it seemed, belonged to them now and they were forcing all refugees toward the camps around the capital. He'd spent the days since then trying to work out what they were up to, but he'd given up. He was the sort of man who preferred action to thought and so he plodded south with Luna. They would see what the situation was down there, perhaps learn something of what was going on in New York, and then work out how they were going to get there. Or—and this was a forlorn hope—Luna would see that their mission was hopeless and allow them to begin the long journey westwards, back to the other Washington.

      "Look, Marvin, it's not far now!" Luna said, pointing at a sign that stood beside the road.

      They were now part of a constant stream of people all heading in one direction and he was forced to push his way to one side to be able to see the sign properly.

      Patriot Reception Center C, 2 Miles -> George Mason University, Fairfax

      And, in smaller letters below:

      The Federal Government welcomes all loyal citizens who wish to contribute to the reconstruction of our great nation. We ask for patience as we welcome and process you and your compatriots.

      God Bless America

      The sign pointed off to the right, so Marvin, Luna and Dany joined the flow of people heading that way. Some were continuing on a straight line toward the city center, but Marvin doubted they'd get much farther.

      

      The lights on the Eagle Bank were like a beacon as dusk fell quickly at the end of a drizzly day. Marvin couldn't feel his feet, though he couldn't tell whether that was because he'd walked so far today or because of the cold that seemed to seep out of the ground. Luna was stumbling along, cuts on both knees where she'd fallen. He'd tried to catch her, but without those lights to follow, they'd have given up and found a bush to curl up in overnight. As it was, they crept toward the promise of warmth and food as part of a shuffling crowd.

      They'd reached the looping road outside the arena when the crowd, which had by now compressed into a line, came to a halt.

      A figure appeared out of the gloom and held up a megaphone.

      "This facility is now closed for the night," he called. "Please return at 8am for processing. Please clear the road."

      "Where are we supposed to go?" called a woman's voice from somewhere up front. But the figure had moved farther along the line and, a few seconds later, Marvin heard the message being repeated.

      The people around them began murmuring angrily, but the line quickly broke up as others dispersed into the night.

      "I don't know about you, kid, but I can't walk more'n a few steps."

      "Me too. Let's just stop here and wait for the morning."

      They found a space between two bushes and Marvin was just getting the cooking stove out of his pack when Luna announced that she needed to use the bathroom. Sighing, he snapped his camping shovel together and dug her a hole next to the wall of the arena. They'd almost fallen over people lying among the trees and when they returned they found their spot had been taken, and they were forced onto the sidewalk.

      Marvin unfolded the tiny hoop tent they shared in emergencies as the drizzle became more insistent and he sat sheltering the stove as he tried to heat their last can of soup. Dany and Luna sat in the little tent and Marvin found himself miserably contemplating a night out in the rain since asking either of them to get wet was clearly out of the question.

      He handed a mug of warm soup to Luna. "Yes, it's chicken," he said.

      "I don't care," she responded, draining it in one gulp and letting Dany lick the mug.

      "I was gonna drink out of that," Marvin said, lifting the camping kettle to his lips. "Look, we can't all fit in here. I'll go hunker down by the wall over there. Don't worry, I'll be able to keep an eye on you."

      "We can all fit in here," Luna said, squeezing herself to the back of the tent and only serving to almost topple it while proving that there wasn't room for three.

      "No need," Marvin said miserably, "I've been wet before and I imagine I'll be wet again one day."

      He groaned as he got to his feet. Oh, what he would have given for a roof over his head tonight. As he turned to go, the bright lights of a car turned toward them and, blinded, he stepped back into the road. The car came to a halt inches from him and the driver sounded the horn. Marvin gave him the finger and got back onto the sidewalk, but the car didn't move off.

      A rear passenger window slid down. "Are you on your own, little girl?"

      It was a woman's voice and Marvin thought he could hear the mumbling of a man talking behind her.

      Luna got up and approached the car. "I'm not a little girl," she said, "I'm ten and I've come all the way from Washington state."

      Marvin moved to stand alongside Luna. "She ain't alone," he said. "She's with me."

      The woman looked at him. She had a nondescript face with Latino skin, brown hair and matching eyes. Marvin knew he'd seen it before but couldn't place it.

      "Who are you?" she said.

      "He's my daddy," Luna said and Marvin only just managed to bite down his surprise in time. She'd shown many times that she was sharp beyond her years.

      "Well, I was going to offer you a dry and warm place to stay tonight, but if you want to sleep on the sidewalk, be my guest."

      Luna began jumping up and down in excitement as Marvin noticed other shapes emerging from the bushes. "Oh, yes please."

      The door swung open. "Then get in."

      "My mommy told me not to get into the cars of strangers."

      "She was right," the woman said, "but I'm not a stranger. I'm the President of the United States."

      That's where he'd seen her face. On the posters!

      "I want my…daddy to come with me, and Dany."

      "I'm sorry, poppet, but there's only room for one. Your daddy can come join you tomorrow."

      "And how, exactly, do I do that?" Marvin asked, fear coursing through his veins.

      "Register in the morning and my people will find you," she said, looking up at him. Beside her, on the passenger seat, the barrel of a handgun appeared, gesturing him to stand to one side.

      "I don't want to go with her, Daddy," Luna said, looking up at him in alarm.

      Marvin leaned down and gave her a hug. "Don't worry, kid. If they don't do what they say, I will come find you. Nothin' can stop me. Nothin', and no one."

      He pushed her into the car, the door shut and, in moments, it had pulled away leaving him beside the road in possession of a tent and a dog, but more lonely than he'd ever felt in his life.

      

      Luna sat in the car alongside the woman calling herself president. On her other side was a man in a black suit, a square head and a shoulder holster. Both her companions on the back seat had moved away from her, so she sat shivering in an accumulating puddle.

      No one spoke. She got the distinct impression that her presence here had made the man angry. But what did that matter? The woman on her other side was the president. They didn't have to care who they upset.

      "I am postponing my meeting at the arena, Charles. We need to get this girl some dry clothes before she catches her death."

      From the driver's seat, a man nodded. "Yes, Madam President." So, it was true…

      The car swung around the loop in front of the arena as the man beside her picked up a walkie-talkie to call off the meeting. My, he was cross. If she were president, Luna thought, she'd fire anyone who was so bad-tempered in her presence. And that would only be the start of it. She'd thought about this a lot over the time they'd been traveling, and she'd tried to get Marvin to talk about it. He said it was too late to do much good, but then he went on about boring things like making sure everyone got fed and was safe. Of course, she wanted all those things too, but where was the fun in them?

      She'd read once that scientists wanted to bring woolly mammoths back to life by doing something science-y with the DNA and putting it in an elephant's egg. A bit like Jurassic Park, but real. So, she'd decided that her first presidential order—after all the boring stuff—was that NASA should resurrect unicorns. Using horses, not elephants. Obvs.

      Marvin had almost wet himself laughing and she was so cross she'd stopped talking to him for almost a whole day.

      Luna was nudged awake as the car came to a halt. "Come on now, let's get you upstairs."

      "She's staying in the residence, Madam President?" the grumpy man said.

      "Yes, that's the simplest option."

      "But she's a security risk; we haven't screened her."

      The President took Luna's hand and walked toward a door that swung open to admit her. "Don't be ridiculous, she's a ten-year-old girl."

      Luna was barely able to keep up as the woman moved quickly through plush carpeted corridors. Occasionally a person would call a respectful greeting, but their only other companion was the man in the black suit who was pounding along behind them. Luna felt exposed and alone as she moved, with nothing but the cold and wet clothes on her back.

      Finally, they arrived at a white door. The guard nodded, reached over and pushed the door open. Luna followed the president into a wide entranceway with checkerboard floor tiles, ornate furniture and walls lined with paintings. Without saying a word, she directed Luna into a room off to the right that contained a large bed. She closed the doors and stood leaning back on them, as if to shut out the world.

      "Please, feel free to look through those drawers and closets," she said. "My predecessor had a daughter about your age, so you should be able to find something that fits."

      "What happened to her?" Luna asked as she moved nervously to the nearest closet and threw open the doors.

      The president took a seat by the bed. "The Long Night happened," she said. "Tell me, what is your name?"

      "Luna."

      "Oh, what a lovely name. I'm called Christine."

      Luna emerged from the closet with a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. "Shouldn't I call you Madam President?"

      Blaise shrugged. "Maybe, when we're in company. But when it's just the two of us, I think we should use first names. Agreed? I'm Christine Blaise."

      "I'm Luna Ramos. My dad's a soldier in Afghanistan and my mommy's a sheriff."

      "So, the man you were with isn't your daddy?"

      Luna flushed. "He's as good as. That's Marvin, he's a deputy who works for my mom."

      "And where is he taking you?"

      Luna smiled at that. "Oh, he isn't taking me nowhere. I'm taking him. To New York."

      "Why?"

      "Because Mommy was in a helicopter that came from there. I figure that's where she's gone. Can I put this on?"

      "Sure, honey. Do you want me to leave you alone so you can get changed?"

      Luna began pulling off her wet clothes. "Oh no, I've gotten used to having no privacy. Though Marvin does his best. Always tries to give me my own space."

      "He sounds like a good man."

      "He's the best. When can I see him again?"

      "Soon."

      Luna paused for a moment, her eyes narrowing as she regarded this woman. "Why did you bring me here? Just to give me some clothes?"

      "Not just that. You've been traveling on the open roads, haven't you?"

      "Yeah, all the way from Washington state."

      The president came closer and lowered her voice, as if worried she might be overheard. "I want you to tell me everything you know about the country outside DC."

      "Why? Don't you have people for that sort of thing? You're the president!"

      President Christine Blaise shook her head sadly. "I'm a prisoner here, Luna. Washington DC is controlled by the Lee Corporation."
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      "Solly, come quick! It's Ross!" Jaxon yelled, pushing at Solly’s exposed shoulders as if he were handling an unexploded bomb.

      Solly snorted in a lungful of air and rolled back as Janice came around beside him.

      "Wha…?" he managed. "Ross? What's happened?" Fueled by an adrenaline burst, Solly pushed back the sheets and ran over to where his jeans lay in a pile on the floor, suddenly grateful he'd left his underpants on.

      "He's down in the basement! Been hurt real bad. I said not to move him until one of you has seen to him."

      By now, Janice was also pulling on her jeans and Solly couldn't help but notice how Jaxon's eyes followed her.

      "Well done, Jax," Janice said, tying her hair roughly back and smoothing down the shirt she'd slept in.

      Solly followed them down two flights of stairs to the ground floor. "Let us get through," he called out to the crowd of kids gathered around the basement door.

      Ross lay at the bottom of the stairs. He was on his front with his head to one side as it sat in an expanding pool of blood. His hands were tied behind his back and he'd been gagged, though the cloth had been removed.

      "Ross!" Janice cried out in anguish.

      "Khaled," Solly spat as he knelt beside her. "How's the boy?"

      Janice glanced up, her pale face illuminated by daylight flooding in through the open door. "He's breathing. We have to move him upstairs so I can take a proper look at him."

      "Not yet. Jaxon! Run over and get Becky Epstein," Solly called over his shoulder.

      "I sent someone across already," Jaxon shouted down the stairs.

      Minutes later, Epstein stamped down the stairs in a cloud of cigarette smoke. She knelt beside the boy and examined his neck. "Poor kid. I don't want to move him, but we'll have to, otherwise he might bleed to death down here."

      So they carried the nonresponsive body of Ross carefully up the stairs. When they reached the top, they found Scott, Paulie and a couple of the guards waiting.

      "What's happened?" Scott said, his face full of concern.

      "Your friend Khaled," Solly spat.

      Scott's jaw dropped. "Is Ross going to be alright?" he said as he helped the others carry the gangly youth up the next flight.

      "I don't know. You need to go find the scum who did this and bring him back."

      "I will," Scott said. He paused for a moment as they turned on the landing and headed up the final flight. "There's no chance that Ross knows where Alison's hidden, is there?"

      Solly stopped dead. "Oh my God," he said.

      

      The look on Becky Epstein's face told them that bad news was coming. The medic's normally irascible nature was hidden beneath a fixed expression and a slow shake of the head. "Well, the best I can say is that he's not dead, yet," she said. "I'm no detective, but it looks as though he was pushed down the steps with his hands tied behind his back. At the very least, his skull is cracked, but without access to an X-ray, I can't tell how big and deep the break is."

      "Why hasn't he woken up?" Janice asked as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      "That's what worries me the most," Epstein said. "I'd be a whole lot more positive if he was conscious. I suspect he's got bleeding onto the brain."

      Solly was like a caged animal, pacing backwards and forwards in the little room he'd shared with Janice. He wanted to go after Khaled and rip the lowlife limb from limb, but he couldn't leave Ross. Only now, as the boy lay on his bed, did he truly acknowledge the depth of his love for Ross. He'd gotten into the habit of calling him “son” in recent weeks, but now he knew that he'd meant it all along. He'd feel no worse if it were Jake. "What can you do? Operate?"

      Epstein clambered to her feet and gestured for Solly to follow her out onto the landing. She lifted the window, took a cigarette out of her inner pocket and lit it before taking a deep drag. "I can't do anything for the kid, Solly. I'm sorry. I'm a paramedic, not a surgeon."

      "You're the closest thing we've got to one," Solly said.

      She shrugged and blew smoke out the window. "Maybe, but that's not saying a lot. All we can do is keep him comfortable and pump him full of diuretics to keep the pressure from building up in his brain. It's going to be a messy few days if…"

      "If he lasts that long," Solly croaked.

      A hand slid into his and he breathed in Janice's fragrance. "I'll look after him. You go after the monster who did this to him."

      Solly turned to her and wiped the hair from her face. "I want to stay. I think of him as my son, Jan."

      Her smile broke his heart in two. "He is our son, Sol. In this new reality blood is meaningless. We're a family, and I'll see to him. I need to know that Khaled hasn't gotten away with it. And, in any case, he's got Alison."

      Solly shook his head. "You know, when it comes down to it, I don't care anymore. If that boy doesn't make it then none of the struggle is worth it."

      "Don't be silly, my love. We have to think of more than just the three of us. There's Jaxon and all the others who live here. We both know there's more danger coming for them. It doesn't help Ross much to survive this only to be killed in a few days, weeks or months. Please, go."

      He kissed her, then pulled her close and hugged her so tight he felt as if they'd merged into a single being. All too soon it was over, and, with a nod, he headed down the stairs to find a weapon.

      

      "Wilbur One, this is Bad Hobbit, do you receive?" Solly was sitting in one of the pickup trucks Landon had brought to the farmhouse. He couldn't bring himself to smile at his call sign. It had been Ross's invention.

      "Wilbur One, receiving you Bad Hobbit. Over."

      "What's your situation? Have you sighted him? Over."

      "Negative, Bad Hobbit. We are heading north along Walnut Point Road. Will keep you posted. Over."

      "Acknowledged, Wilbur One. Out."

      Solly was just reaching over to put the handset into the glove box when there was a sharp rap on the window. Jaxon was there.

      "What is it, Jax?"

      "Which way you headin', Sol?"

      Solly pointed to the right. "Toward the city."

      The boy shook his head. "You wanna head south toward Williamsport."

      "Why? All the soldiers have gone north."

      "Cos Latoya said she saw a man runnin' that way when she was goin' to the bathroom." He pointed in the opposite direction to the one Solly had intended to take.

      "When was this?"

      "Just after sunrise, she says."

      Solly shrugged. "How old is she? Six, seven?"

      "About that. But she ain't no fool neither. Came up to me and told me all about it before I'd asked anyone if they'd seen anythin'."

      "Get in," Solly said, pushing open the passenger door as Jaxon ran around and jumped in. He put the car into drive and stabbed down on the gas.

      Williamsport was a small town on the banks of the Potomac River that marked the border with West Virginia. Khaled's direct route to the Lee Corporation in New York lay in the opposite direction, so it had made complete sense for Corporal DiSanto, Scott and Paulie to concentrate their efforts to the north. But Khaled was nothing if not clever and he'd have known where they'd look, so checking the south road seemed like a good plan, if only to be thorough. Solly couldn't control the knot in his stomach, however, as he grappled with the triple fears of what might happen to Ross while he was away, Khaled eluding their grip entirely, or being caught by the others before Solly could wring his neck.

      He sped out of the farmhouse gates and headed south toward Williamsport.

      

      Khaled had been on foot when he'd escaped, though they couldn't discount the possibility he'd found a vehicle and was, even now, doubling back on them in the direction of his masters in New York. However, Landon and Jaxon had done a pretty thorough job of draining the gas out of all the vehicles within easy walking distance of the farmhouse, so he'd have to try a lot of cars and walk a long way before he'd find a usable one. On the other hand, he'd had a head start of at least two hours and a panicked man can get a long way in that time. If he'd taken to the countryside, they'd have little chance of finding him.

      But they had to try, so Solly sped along Honeyfield Road as he and Jaxon scanned the white wood and brick houses on either side of the road for any sign of movement. He drove straight through a metal barrier that had shut off an abandoned part of the lane and emerged onto a three way junction.

      "Which way now?"

      Solly shrugged. "Which way would you go if you wanted to get away?"

      "Depends where I wanted to end up."

      "New York?"

      Jaxon grunted. "Well, I wouldna have come to Williamsport in the first place, but I guess he could circle around and head in the right direction. Now, if he was headin' for DC, that's a different thing."

      "Why?"

      "Well, the river down there, that's the Potomac. It goes right into Washington, though you'd want to get out before the falls."

      Solly nodded. "Of course. My geography's a bit sketchy. So, he could get there by boat?"

      "Sure, me 'n some pals used to talk about it. It seemed to be a good way out of our dead end town. Ironic, ain't it?"

      Solly thought for a moment. "Seems to me he's playing us for fools, Jax. If we're right, he set off south knowing we'd search north, because he thinks we'll expect him to head for New York. What if he isn't? What if he's heading for DC?"

      "But Lee Corp's in New York and Seattle. Everyone knows that."

      "Look, Jax, they've proven that they can strike just about anywhere. If there's a government reestablishing itself in DC, you can bet they'll find a way to involve themselves." He sighed and gazed at the intersection. Two story wooden houses and small shops lay to left and right. Most of their windows had been smashed, but those that remained were dusty and dark. He felt the weight of his next decision as it seemed that more depended on it than he could see at that moment. All he wanted right now was to catch Khaled, preferably without anyone nearby to restrain him. He didn't want to hear that the man was more valuable alive than dead. Ross was fighting for his life because of that scum and the least Khaled could expect from Solly was to be in the same condition after he'd finished with him.

      "If he's circling back, he probably turned north here," Solly said. "If he's heading for DC, then we have to search along the river bank, starting at the bridge. And then again, if he's double bluffing us and heading straight for New York, we need to go back the way we came."

      He turned to the young man in the passenger seat. Jaxon was watching him as if to read his intention in his face.

      "What do you think, Jax? Ross is your friend—I reckon you want to catch Khaled as much as I do."

      Jaxon nodded slowly. "Yeah, I do. He's a piece of work, that's for sure."

      "That's it," Solly said. "You're right. Look, the chances are we've lost him, so we might as well go with our instincts. Maybe he's just a little too clever for his own good. I think he's going for—"

      "DC," Jaxon said.

      "DC."

      

      They parked the car fifty yards from the river and then crept the rest of the way. Solly's plan was to use the bridge as a vantage point to survey both banks to the north and south, in the hope that he'd see some evidence of Khaled and maybe, if his speculation was correct, even a boat.

      Solly had almost set foot on the road bridge when a sharp cry forced him to stop in an instant.

      "No further!"

      Khaled emerged from somewhere beneath the bridge, flanked by two young men in rags—the first living souls Solly had seen in Williamsport. Khaled held a weapon in shaking hands as his associates shuffled toward Solly and Jaxon. One carried something that looked like a machete and the other had a hunting knife. Solly could tell that madness had claimed them long ago and all hope left him.

      He jumped to the left to avoid the blow and a shot rang out. The thug nearest Solly flinched for a moment and then made a grab for his arm just as Jaxon retreated from the knife wielding maniac attacking him. Solly twisted and brought his knee up, knocking the wind out of his assailant and then rushing forward to press home his advantage with a shoulder charge that sent him to the ground.

      Solly spun around and leaped onto the back of the other man, grabbing his wrist as it swung the knife in a wide arc toward Jaxon's throat. Roaring, Solly Masters kneed the man in the back and fell on top of him as he collapsed. They scrambled on the ground, dust billowing up into the sky, each growling at the other as they fought for control of the knife.

      A foot swung through the air and Jaxon's boot knocked it flying, the weak winter's sun flashing off the blade. Then, just as he thought he could draw breath, Solly fell beneath the weight of the other attacker. He jerked sideways and the machete bounced off the asphalt, the shock causing the man to lose his grip so Solly could grab it and roll away.

      Now Jaxon and Solly were armed and their assailants weren't. The two young men, only a little older than Jaxon, retreated. One held his side and the other supported him. Then, quite suddenly, they ran.

      Solly spun to see what Khaled was doing, just in time to see him disappear around the bend of the river, using the current to sweep him along before starting up the outboard motor. Even from this distance he looked to have barely the strength to steer the boat and he leaned back as if taking a relaxing river cruise. But by his side sat a familiar pack and Solly could just see the outline of a metal cylinder inside. He had lost Alison.
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      Solly pulled the collar of his jacket around his ears and forced himself as far under the canopy as possible. It was a mercy to be out of the wind, but still he sat in a pool of cold water as he watched the near bank of the Potomac sliding by.

      Bobby stood at the wheel, guiding the old fishing boat along the river as Paulie strained to see any sign of their quarry. It was a fool's errand, as Scott had told them when he, Paulie and Bobby had caught up with them as they'd waited on the river bank.

      Khaled had a head start and was using a boat long prepared for the journey whereas they'd been forced to choose the first one they found tethered to a jetty a half mile downriver from the bridge, and the only fuel they had on them was the ten gallon gas can in the back of Paulie's truck. They had nothing more than a torn out sheet from the atlas, and Jaxon's estimate that it was about 150 miles by river from Williamsport to DC.

      Solly guessed that the boat would do no more than fifteen miles to the gallon, and less than that if they pushed the motor, so they were forced to choose between marshaling their fuel so they'd make it to DC and going as fast as possible to give themselves a chance of catching up with Khaled. They'd opted for a compromise that, Solly reflected sullenly, would probably result in them achieving neither.

      Bobby had insisted on coming along once it became obvious that Scott had slipped into despair. The loss of Alison was the final blow to any hopes they had for defeating the Lee Corporation, though Scott would still not explain what he intended for her. It was as if he thought Solly might object. Sure, they could destroy the Reapers being built by the Lees, but that would only delay them. Ultimately, the only way to defeat the second apocalypse was to bring the Lee Corporation to its knees, and that meant facing and destroying the glue that bound all its disparate parts together, the sinews that connected the bones. Annabel Lee, in life or death, was the key. And Alison, Scott insisted, could pick that particular lock.

      So Scott had gone to ground, and Solly neither knew nor cared whether he was now at the farmhouse gibbering in the basement or back on the open road. Solly wanted Alison but, above all, he wanted Khaled. While they'd waited by the river bank, Janice had passed on word that Ross was still unconscious, which meant they'd been unable to get any diuretics into his system, so they were doing their best to keep his head cool by wrapping it in towels soaked in cold water. He could tell that she had little hope for him and so Solly focused on his pursuit and ignored the truth that at least part of the reason he was here and not at Ross’ bedside was because he simply couldn't bear to face his helplessness.

      Paulie had come along for similar reasons. She'd become like a caged tiger, especially since Khaled's disappearance. She wanted desperately to find her daughter, but had no idea where to begin looking, except that she was almost certainly far to the west. Paulie had spent long hours brooding over what she should do and where she could go. The only crumb of comfort was that she trusted Marvin Tucker as much as she trusted anyone. Chances were, he'd taken Luna to his old house in Spokane and that was where Paulie would go as soon as she felt she'd done all she could here. Because, for all that she wanted to find Luna, she knew that it would be in vain if the Lees weren't faced down. She couldn't bear the prospect of finding her daughter if she hadn't had the strength to do what she could to give her some sort of future.

      And there was the matter of justice. She was a cop on the trail of a cowardly thief who'd pushed a boy down a flight of stairs and left him for dead. And he'd taken what she knew to be the most important weapon they had in the fight against the Lee Corporation. She didn't know how it worked, but she'd seen it go up against the Annabel personality in Seattle and win, and that was the only scrap of comfort she could find in this seemingly hopeless battle.

      

      They pulled into the bank as darkness began to fall. Bobby had wanted to carry on through the night to give them a better chance of closing the gap between them and their prey, but Paulie thought the risk of missing Khaled in the dark was too great and Solly agreed with her. Frankly, he was glad to scramble out of the boat onto the wooded banks beside Shepherdstown Bridge. He stood looking out on the river as he waited for his balance to return and then helped the others tie up and unload the boat.

      They'd had no time to find and pack tents, though Janice had thrown Solly's gear into his backpack and brought it with her to the riverside in Williamsport where they'd made their desperate plan to chase Khaled down. So, for shelter, they had nothing more than an old tarpaulin they'd found in the back of the boat which they'd stretched between the thin trunks of four silver birch trees. Solly had rolled out a second, smaller tarpaulin that they now sat on, miserably gazing out at the dark river as dusk gave way to darkness.

      "This is stupid, isn't it?" Paulie said. "I mean, what chance do we have of catching up with him before he hands over the cylinder?"

      Solly nodded as he gripped his mug of coffee in both hands, welcome warmth spreading through his fingers. "Maybe, but, to be honest, I'd settle for getting my hands around that low-life's throat."

      "I know what you mean. After all, if we hunt him for long enough, we'll catch him. But will it be worth anything if we deal with Khaled after he's handed the cylinder over?"

      "Maybe not in the grand scheme, but it'll mean the world to me."

      Paulie leaned back against the trunk of a tree. "Me too."

      "Ah, come on guys," Bobby said, coming to sit alongside them. "Where's your positivity? We can catch this man. As soon as the sun comes up, we be gone. He not gonna be on the river at night and maybe he don't know we're after him, so he may have a little lie-in."

      "You were the one who said he might get away if we didn't carry on tonight," Paulie said.

      "Ah well, I'm a glass is half full kinda man. Like my friend Solly, here. A ray of sunshine."

      Solly grunted. "Funny, Bobby, very funny."

      

      Paulie took the wheel as they guided the boat out from under the bridge and headed into the deeper water. Bobby had woken them barely twenty minutes earlier when it was still dark and they'd fumbled around getting ready by flashlight, each taking turns to use the latrine hole Solly had dug the previous night. Honestly, of all the things he wouldn't have believed himself capable of, taking a dump in the woods was pretty high on the list, but there were no facilities on the little boat and he preferred squatting over a hole to hanging his butt out over the river.

      "Can you see well enough?" Solly called. To him, the world was still an almost uniform black with only the vaguest suggestion of shapes moving as the boat changed direction.

      "Just about," Paulie responded. She'd been elected as their first pilot of the day because she had the sharpest eyes, but Solly suspected she was steering largely using her peripheral vision as she kept moving her head exaggeratedly left and right rather than staring straight ahead.

      By luck or judgement, however, they hit nothing as they moved with the current and, soon enough, there was enough light for steering to become easy. Solly was trying to keep track of their progress as they went by spotting landmarks and working out which towns they were passing through or by. The rain of the previous day had seen the river swell a little and the current had picked up so the bank slid past them quickly. But they had no idea if they were gaining on their quarry; no idea, indeed, if he was even still ahead of them at all. Until Solly spotted something floating near the bank.

      "There!" he called to Bobby who was taking his turn at the wheel. Without a word, the boat swung around and headed for the bank.

      "What is it?" Paulie asked, squinting at the water.

      Solly didn't respond. Had he been mistaken? He'd thought he recognized something bobbing in the water. Yes, there it was. As Bobby brought the boat alongside, he reached down, fished it out and dropped it at his feet.

      He'd been correct. "This is the pack Alison was in," he said, his mood swinging from elation to dread. It proved that Khaled was still on the river, or had been recently, but how did it come to be there, and was Alison inside when it was thrown overboard?

      Bobby swung the boat away from the bank and toward the fast flowing center of the river.

      "Why would he throw the pack overboard?" Solly said to Paulie over the buzzing of the accelerating outboard motor. "It makes no sense."

      Paulie shrugged. "I don't know. Worst case scenario he was attacked and it was thrown overboard."

      "Who could attack someone on a river?"

      "Well, we're chasing him, why shouldn't someone else?"

      Solly settled back on the bench seat. "No, I don't buy it, but then I don't see why he would get rid of it, knowing that it might be seen by anyone following."

      "Unless he's completely lost his mind," Paulie said.

      Yes, that thought had occurred to Solly. Khaled had never struck Solly as the most stable of individuals, and if he threw the backpack overboard in a fit of madness, Alison was almost certainly inside. Her casing was probably waterproof, but they would have no chance of finding her on the riverbed so she'd be as good as gone.

      "Maybe he was just tryin' to lighten the load," Bobby called. "But I think the time for treading carefully has passed; time for Warp Factor Ten, Solly." Almost instantly, the noise from the outboard motor increased in intensity and it jumped forward.

      They saw no other clues that day and, when the light had almost completely gone, they pulled the boat into the bank at a place called Point of Rocks.

      

      Solly nudged Paulie who, after a brief snort, rolled over and sat up. "Bobby's gone!" he said.

      "What?" she said, suddenly alert as she twisted around before jumping to her feet.

      The boat was still there, but there was no sign of the Jamaican.

      "Where would he go?" Solly said. He ran up to a path behind where they'd slept and scanned left and right. A road bridge passed above him to cross the river here, but there was no movement anywhere that he could see.

      "Another mystery," Paulie said as he returned. "He's left his pack here. But come on, we need to get going. Give me five minutes to warm up some beans and dig a hole, then we can be off."

      They were in the boat and about to pull away when they heard Bobby's voice calling them. "Not so fast! I come bearing gifts."

      Solly could see him running down the path pushing a shopping cart. Inside it was a jerrican. Breathing a sigh of relief, Solly welcomed his friend back aboard.

      "Where have you been?"

      Bobby smiled. "I was going to wake you up, but you looked so peaceful. I was thinkin' that we could close the gap if we could keep the speed up, so I took the jerrycan and went lookin' for some gas. Found it too. And some folks."

      "There are people here? And they let you take fuel?" Paulie said, failing to hide the doubt in her voice.

      "Yes indeed, a nice Christian community. And I didn't take the gas, I traded for it."

      "What did you give them?"

      "My piece. I figured I had you two hot shots to take care of that side of tings. And besides, I got another in my pack."

      He heaved the jerrycan into the boat and then climbed on board. "And I got some more news, my friends. It just so happens that one of them folks I was talkin' to was fishing yesterday when he saw someone going by in a boat. Indian lookin' fella, he said, and he was talkin' to himself as he went by."

      "What time yesterday?"

      "About a hour before dark."

      "So, he's not that far ahead of us!" Solly said.

      Bobby smiled again, his gold tooth glinting as the sun rose. "And this fella said he will have to get off the river when it gets to the rapids, so we've gotta put our foot down, Solly old pal. We'll catch 'im yet!"

      Solly took Bobby's hand. "You're a hero."

      "And you thought I'd abandoned you."

      "Never again, my friend. Never again."

      

      Solly checked on the map and guessed that they'd reach the falls by mid afternoon at this rate. The pain of hope gripped him as he imagined catching Khaled, wresting the cylinder from him, and then seeing justice done.

      But they had no sight of him. The hours passed as they gazed out onto the river, straining for any sign of the boat they sought. As they went, the current picked up and then, quite suddenly, the river began to narrow.

      "There!" Paulie cried, pointing to the far bank.

      She was right. Khaled's boat had been drawn up to a concrete boat ramp. And a figure had jumped into the shallow water and was wading onto dry land.

      Bobby swung the boat around and headed for the shore. There was no point in trying to catch Khaled unawares as they could see nowhere else to land. No, it was now a flat out race. And Khaled was winning.

      He'd disappeared over the end of the ramp by the time they'd gotten close enough for Solly and Paulie to leap into the river while Bobby brought the boat to a stop.

      They ran up the slipway, weapons drawn, and then onto the level road at the top, looking for any sign of the direction Khaled had taken. There he was, scampering up a side lane. And then two figures in black uniforms jumped from behind a stone wall, assault rifles raised and pointing directly at Solly and Paulie. "Drop your weapons!"

      "Shoot them!" Khaled called. He'd turned to watch them. The two guards looked uncertainly at each other but didn't fire.

      "You nearly caught me, didn't you?" Khaled said. Then he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out Alison. Solly could see from here that she wasn't in her protective sheath.

      "You won't get away with this!" Solly said. It was a wretched cliché, but it was all he could think to say. He could just make out Alison's cyan eye as it roved around looking for the source of the voice.

      "Father?" she called.

      "I'm here."

      Khaled laughed hysterically. "Father? Are you insane? She's a machine!"

      There was a brief pause, then Alison screamed.
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      They had their first close call outside the Holiday Inn Express in Yuma, Arizona. Su-Mi had donned her KPA uniform as soon as they'd entered this more urban area and they were on the hunt for a car with fuel. So far, they'd been lucky, covering the best part of three hundred miles without running into any trouble they couldn't handle. Mostly, they'd kept to desert roads and had gone entire days without seeing another living soul. If the North Koreans were massing for an invasion, Nathan and Su-Mi saw no sign of it.

      Their latest car, an ancient Toyota Land Cruiser, had finally given up the ghost as they were shadowing I-8 a few miles east of Yuma, so they'd decided to head into town to see if they could find another ride. Nathan figured their best bet was to check out the parking lots outside the short strip of hotels that ran alongside the interstate, and it was here that a sharp outburst of Korean brought them to a halt.

      They just had time to arrange themselves so that they could play their parts as two KPA soldiers ran out of the hotel, rifles in hand, and then stopped ten yards away, shouting at Su-Mi.

      Nathan thrust his hands in the air and watched as one of the two soldiers approached Su-Mi and, recognizing her rank insignia, saluted smartly. There was no mistaking the tone of doubt that lurked behind the surface respect as the man bobbed his head subserviently while glancing suspiciously at Nathan.

      After a few moments, the other guard joined them, standing close enough to listen to the discussion while keeping his gun pointed at Nathan, whose time with Su-Mi had not furnished him with enough Korean for him to keep track of what was being said.

      Su-Mi was putting on a good show. Nathan suspected she was as terrified as him, but she came across as a confident junior lieutenant addressing her inferiors and added just the right dash of disdain for their questions. But she was getting frustrated, he could see that. She flourished her KPA ID card but didn't hand it over since the officer it had been taken from, along with the uniform she wore, didn't look exactly like her.

      She gestured back at Nathan, no doubt relaying the cover story they'd agreed. He was a representative of the military government in Phoenix who was traveling to San Diego for negotiations with senior North Korean officials. Their transportation, according to the story, had been attacked by bandits and their escort had been killed, so Su-Mi had taken it upon herself to deliver the honored guest to his destination.

      Nathan could see the doubt in the faces of the two guards, and he was surprised that they didn't call their superiors out of the hotel. Unless they were here on their own. Good grief, were they so short-handed that they manned an important approach road with nothing more than a couple of privates with rifles?

      Then the mood suddenly changed. Their natural subservience was finally overcome by the abject terror of getting this decision wrong. One of the guards spun around to go back and, as his colleague turned to watch him, Su-Mi grabbed him and thrust her pistol into his back. Nathan had been ready. Though the first guard was now twenty yards away, Nathan was upon him by the time he turned to bring his rifle to bear. He grabbed the barrel and thrust it away, but the guard recovered faster than Nathan expected, bringing a knee up to connect with his ribs and knocking him sideways.

      Nathan grunted in pain as his hand slid on the concrete, but he rolled over instantly as the guard brought his gun around and tried to take aim. Nathan launched himself at the man and propelled him backwards, landing on top of him as the rifle landed with a hollow clatter. Before the man could move, he drew the knife from its ankle sheath and plunged it into the guard's chest before immediately getting up to avoid the fountain of blood.

      "Joesonghamnida," he said as the man writhed for a few moments, crying out in pain and fear before going still. "Sorry."

      Su-Mi and the other guard had watched, frozen, and there was no doubt about the horror on both their faces as Nathan picked up the rifle and walked back, red faced and panting.

      The remaining guard tensed, and his expression changed to one of terror as Nathan approached.

      "What do we do with him?" he said.

      "We don't kill him in cold blood," Su-Mi responded. "He's just doing his job."

      Nathan shrugged. "Agreed, though I wouldn't like to be in his boots if he reports this to his superiors."

      Su-Mi turned to the guard and asked him something in Korean. The man responded hesitantly.

      "He says they were due to be relieved in three days."

      "Okay then, we lock him up somewhere. But ask him one more question—does he have transport?"

      

      It was a Nissan Pathfinder in black with the logo of the PAK stuck on the side, but it had the desired effect, as Su-Mi and Nathan were able to pass unmolested through Yuma on I-8. The traffic increased as they approached the airport to the point where Nathan could almost imagine that the Long Night had never happened, except for the North Korean flags he saw on vehicles transporting soldiers and supplies in and out.

      Once past the airport, the traffic died down again but, over the hours, signs of life began to reassert themselves on the desert road. Trucks joined the interstate heading, it seemed, for San Diego. Most had no PAK logo, leading Nathan and Su-Mi to the reluctant conclusion that at least some locals were cooperating.

      "Can't blame them too much," Nathan said. "It's probably a case of work or die. I wonder if any form of government was set up here before the PAK came in? If not, it's easy to see why people would cooperate, if only to put food on the table."

      Su-Mi gave a quiet snort. "What happened to patriotism?"

      "Survival comes first, believe me," Nathan said.

      After another hour heading west, the traffic funneled into a single lane. "Checkpoint ahead," Su-Mi said, "Get your paperwork together and leave me to do the talking."

      "Funny," Nathan said, trying to keep his tone light.

      The checkpoint came into view as they crawled forward. The truck in front stopped and the driver got out of his cab at the direction of a PAK officer.

      Nathan watched as the officer examined the paperwork, becoming increasingly agitated as he checked his watch and pointed at something written on the form.

      "I guess the driver's running late," Nathan said as the driver pointed desperately at one of the wheels. "Maybe he had a blowout."

      Quite suddenly, the officer drew his fist back and felled the driver with a single blow. He gestured to two other soldiers who joined in giving the prone man a brutal beating.

      "Don't move," Su-Mi hissed. "We can't help him."

      Nathan clenched his teeth as the beating went on. Eventually, the officer called a halt and the driver was hauled to his feet and he stood, swaying slightly, as he wiped the blood from his face. The soldiers manhandled him up into the cab and, seconds later, the truck pulled away and it was their turn.

      The officer's face appeared at the window, his initially suspicious expression changing to one of surprise as he spotted Su-Mi's rank insignia. He gave a curt salute and questioned her in Korean before addressing Nathan who sat in the passenger seat.

      "You are a representative of the decadent people of Phoenix, Arizona," he stated in excellent accented English.

      "I represent the government of Phoenix, yes," Nathan responded. He felt Su-Mi twitch beside him but had decided that he didn't want to appear weak or subservient to a man who was obviously a bully.

      "You have had quite an…ah…adventure. I am glad to see that Lieutenant Kyo was able to keep you safe on such an important diplomatic mission."

      "She has been invaluable," Nathan said, handing over his papers at a gesture from the officer.

      "Well, Mr. Wozniak," he said. Nathan had enjoyed the irony of the fact that he was using the ID of the man who'd betrayed him and unwittingly exposed the North Korean presence to the TLX. "We can't have any risk of any more…accidents. I have a truck going to New Pyongyang; you will go with it."

      Ice filled Nathan's guts as he saw the slight smile on the face of the officer. The man knew they were lying, at least by omission.

      "That's not necessary," Nathan said, trying to keep his voice steady. "I have complete confidence in the lieutenant."

      "Oh, so do I, Mr. Wozniak. Which is why she will accompany you. Once your account is corroborated, I am sure she will be in line for a decoration."

      Su-Mi began to protest in Korean, but she was cut short by the officer and the doors on both sides were torn open. Rough hands grabbed Nathan and pulled him out of the car. They took his weapons and marched him over to an olive colored military truck whose US Army logo had been scratched out. The back door was pulled open and he was forced up the steps until he was inside. Su-Mi followed, and their packs were tossed in after them before the doors were shut.

      There was just enough light to see that they weren't alone. Half a dozen others sat there, and they all looked with fear and suspicion at Su-Mi, the only Korean among them. The truck was obviously a troop transport as it had a row of benches along each side, so Nathan and Su-Mi sat as far away from the others as they could and leaned forward to whisper.

      "What do we do?" Nathan said.

      Su-Mi shook her head. "I don't understand why he was so insistent. He outranked me, but if I was telling the truth, he's taking a big risk by throwing an envoy and his escort into the back of a truck."

      "Unless he knew our story's B.S.," Nathan said. He had a bad feeling that, perhaps, things had moved on in Arizona since they'd started heading west. Maybe the idea of diplomacy with the government in Phoenix was now moot. Maybe there was no longer an independent Phoenix.

      There was a shout outside and the truck's engine started up. Nathan grabbed the bench, then leaned back as it started moving. He'd known the mission was a risky one from the beginning, but he'd somehow expected to at least get to San Diego, or New Pyongyang as it had been renamed, before being caught. Well, he would get there, that's for sure, but he was likely to see nothing more than the inside of a cell and the business end of a firing squad. And, if the rumors were true, even worse awaited Su-Mi.

      They sat in utter silence as the miles passed. No one spoke to them, but Nathan caught fragments of conversation between the others. One of them seemed to be held in high regard by the others. When he spoke, they listened and when he made a point, that was the end of any debate. They talked with the quiet determination of people resigned to their fate. At least two were women, judging by their voices, and the others were a mix of young and old. And they all hated the North Koreans.

      

      Nathan awoke suddenly as he bounced off the opposite wall of the truck, landing in a heap on top of Su-Mi. His ears were ringing so he could barely hear the crackle of small arms fire and Korean shouts of alarm.

      A voice growled in his ear. "Get ready, son, if you want to save your hide."

      Nathan rolled over just as the back doors blew open.

      "No!" he cried as a gun barrel was pointed at Su-Mi. "She's on our side!"

      "And whose side is that, exactly?" the man said. "Well, we ain't got time to find out now. Bring her with us, and we'll work out if this boy's a collaborator later."

      "Funny, boss. 'Collaborator later'. You're a poet," said a thin, smarmy voice.

      "Can it, Wesley. Now let's get outta here."

      Nathan was pushed into the blinding mid afternoon brightness, shielding his eyes so he could take in the scene. Four KPA soldiers lay dead while a fifth was on his knees, having been dragged from the cab of the truck. He raised his hands and pleaded, sobbing, with the man standing over him, his handgun pointing at the driver's head. The man looked across at someone standing beside Solly, then turned back to the driver and pulled the trigger. The echoing crack died just as the body slumped to the ground.

      Nathan let out an involuntary expletive.

      "What's the problem, son?" the older man said. "Got a soft spot for the Kimmies, have you?"

      "No, but I like to think we're the good guys here. Killing someone in a firefight is one thing, murdering in cold blood is another."

      "This here's a war, son, and we kill enemy fighters," he said. "And we kill collaborators. So, tell me what you're doin' in the company of a KPA officer."

      Nathan turned to face the man. He wasn't as old as he'd thought in the darkness. Probably late fifties, fit enough though carrying a few extra pounds, and a veteran if Nathan was any judge. His face bore the evidence of a recent beating.

      "My name is Sergeant Nathan Woods of 2nd Battalion, TLX Army. This is Corporal Pak Su-Mi and she is assigned to my unit."

      "But that ain't no corporal's uniform," drawled the young man called Wesley who had hold of Su-Mi.

      "So, you're from the TLX are you? I can't say as I'm entirely sure they're a whole heap better than the KPA. I reckon, soon enough, they'd be rolling west to rope us into their independence thing, willin' or no. We've heard some stories, let me tell you…"

      Nathan shrugged. "And many of them are probably true, but we're Americans and it seems to me that anything's better than anarchy or living under the boot of the North Koreans."

      The older man regarded Nathan for a moment or two, scratching his gray stubble as he thought. "Okay, I believe you, for now. Let our guest go, Wesley. My name's Rex Matthews, formerly of 5th Marines where I held the rank of sergeant." He held out a beefy hand that swallowed Nathan's. "Were you in the Army before the world went belly up?"

      "I was in the Texas National Guard," Nathan said.

      "Well, close enough," Matthews responded. "But look, we need to get away quickly, it won't be long before they come looking for their missing truck."

      He began moving away and Nathan, with a nod to Su-Mi, went to follow him. "Where are we going?"

      "To a safe place near here. The Kimmies haven't found it yet and I don't reckon they will. Don't like the heat, you see."

      "And what will we do there?"

      Matthews turned as he strode toward the side of the road and headed into the brush. "We'll plan our next move, and you can explain what you're doing hundreds of miles from home with a woman in an KPA uniform. Welcome to the resistance, my friend."
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      Solly pressed his palms to his ears as Khaled and the two guards standing in front of him fell to the ground where they writhed in agony. After a few seconds, Alison's scream stopped. Solly and Paulie, who'd been farther away, were the first to react, each grabbing a rifle from one of the guards and leveling it as they got woozily to their feet, shaking their heads as if to clear the lingering echoes ringing in their ears.

      Keeping them covered, Solly stepped past the guards and seized Alison from Khaled who lay, still insensible, on the ground.

      "Father, you came for me," she said.

      "Of course," Solly responded. Now wasn't the time to confess to an artificial entity with the power to render people unconscious that he'd pursued Khaled mainly out of revenge.

      He gestured to Khaled to get on his feet. The man was sobbing pathetically as he looked from Solly to Paulie and saw no pity there.

      "What'cha gonna do with him?" called Bobby who was watching the two black uniformed guards. "I'd slit him from ear to ear if it was up to me."

      Khaled wailed. "You don't understand. They made me do it."

      "And you don't understand," Solly hissed. "We don't care. You were going to hand over the very device you told me is the key to preventing the second apocalypse. But why DC?"

      Khaled stood, quietly sobbing.

      "I'd answer him if I were you," Paulie said, her calm voice carrying an unmistakable threat.

      "I cannot say. They will kill me," he wailed, shaking his head as if in denial.

      "And if you don't, I'll kill you," Solly said, though as he did so, he found his rage and disgust tempered with pity. The man was terrified beyond imagination. He sighed. "Look, we'll help if we can, but we need to know why you were bringing the cylinder here."

      Khaled deflated. He looked utterly defeated, as if he had lost all hope.

      "I can hear it," he said, calmly. "Look at my implant."

      And he fell like a stone.

      "Solly!"

      He spun around to see the two guards on the floor, unresponsive.

      "Father, there is something here," Alison said, as Solly checked Khaled for a pulse. "I detected an EM pulse a few seconds ago."

      Then he heard it. A high pitched hum that, before the Long Night, he'd have paid little attention to. But here, in this quieter post apocalyptic world it was totally out of place. Quickly, he turned Khaled's lifeless body over and pulled the man's filthy coat off and the shirt under it. "Look!" he called. There, beneath his shoulder blade, was a shiny metal circle. "He's had an upgrade to his implant."

      "Over there!" Paulie called.

      Solly followed her pointing arm where a black floating object emerged from the treeline.

      "Is that a drone?" Bobby asked.

      "It's a Reaper," Solly said. "Quick, let's get inside."

      They gathered their weapons and the assault rifles of the guards then ran for the nearest of the riverside cottages, a whitewashed brick building with a front door that had long ago been smashed to pieces. They got inside and then filled the gap where the door had been with the kitchen table. Solly ran upstairs and looked out of the bedroom window. He watched the drone drift over to the three bodies and then dip slightly as if it was checking them.

      "It killed them remotely," Solly whispered to Paulie and Bobby as they crouched beside him. "Exactly as Khaled said."

      "So, the Lees implanted the new BonesWare before letting him go. And he knew he was carrying it all along, even when he was telling us about the Reapers."

      Solly nodded as he watched the drone complete its inspection and remain hovering as its body swung around as if it were searching for something. "He couldn't tell us because he feared what we'd do. We certainly wouldn't have let him out of the cellar. They knew where Alison had been before she turned up in Seattle, so they sent him to pick up the trail, hoping we'd return. But why DC?"

      "Oh no," Paulie said as the drone's camera array pointed directly at them and it began moving toward the house where they hid.

      "It's coming," Alison said. "I can sense it. A dark, dark mind. It wants to kill."

      Solly looked down at the device in his hand. The cyan eye was wandering back and forth, leaving digital tears flowing down the display. "Don't worry, I'll protect you."

      "Alison, is there any chance it can detect you? It's coming straight for us."

      "Perhaps, Paulie," Alison said. "Should I shut down?"

      "There's no point, it's found us," Solly said, readying the carbine he'd taken from one of the guards.

      The Reaper came for them, accelerating toward the window they hid behind. A puff of smoke and moments later they were showered with dust and debris, choking as they scrambled away from the hole blown in the wall a few yards to their right.

      "Missed us!" Bobby said, bringing his rifle to bear.

      "I don't think so," Solly responded. "They want Alison in one piece. It's just found a way in."

      Sure enough, through the clearing dust, he could see the Reaper heading for the hole. "Quick!"

      He tightened his grip on Alison and leaped to the door of the bedroom as Paulie followed. "Come on Bobby!" Solly called.

      "Gimme a minute," he said, crouching behind the door frame and leveling his carbine. "I wanna see if I can put a dent in it. You go on!"

      Paulie pulled on Solly's arm and they ran downstairs as a burst of gunfire came from above, followed by the slamming of the door and Bobby's heavy boots on the stairs.

      "Guess the answer's no," he panted. "The bullets just bounced off. It's like a flying Dalek. Now let's move it, cos I don't wanna be h'exterminated."

      "We can't just run if it can track Alison, it'll find us wherever we go," Paulie said.

      Solly looked down at the cylinder as the whining of the drone above them got closer. "It's best if you deactivate yourself, Alison," he said.

      "Father, I'm frightened," she responded. "Promise I'll wake up again."

      Solly smiled down at the cyan eye. "I promise. Whatever happens, I'll reactivate you."

      Without another word, the eye disappeared. Moments later a door exploded and the Reaper moved onto the staircase.

      Adrenaline flooded Solly's veins as he listened to it floating toward them. So this was how the antelope felt when the lion pack was circling. They reached the ground floor of the cottage and he flung open the first door. It was the kitchen. Solly suppressed his sneeze as he breathed in fetid air and, holding his nose, carefully closed the door behind him.

      He opened the back door. It was the obvious escape route, but they had little chance of getting away once out in the open. "In there!" Solly said, twisting round and bundling them all into the pantry, shutting the door behind them.

      Paulie crouched beside him. "You know we're trapped in here, don't you?"

      "Yeah, I'm banking on that thing not being able to turn a door handle. I reckon it'll assume we've run outside. That'll buy us a little time."

      They sat in the pantry straining to hear the approaching drone. Solly jumped as, with a crash, the kitchen door was blown open, bits of wood hitting the outside of the pantry. The whining hum drew closer as Paulie touched Solly's shoulder and pointed to the back of the pantry. "Infrared," she whispered.

      Of course. It was all very well hiding behind a door, but who was to say what technology this thing had for detecting bodies? They crawled as quietly as possible to the far end of the pantry and into an alcove at the end of the row where a washing machine had once been. There was barely enough room for all of them and Solly found himself breathing in the earthy aroma of Paulie's deep brown hair and wondered when she'd last washed it. He could feel Bobby's arms on his shoulders and the man's breath on his head.

      The whining of the drone increased until they could tell it was immediately outside. Solly imagined invisible x-rays sweeping the pantry looking for them as they held their breath. Then, after a few seconds, the whining moved on and disappeared. Solly sighed with relief.

      "Are we going to make a break for it?" Paulie whispered.

      "Not yet," Solly said, speaking into her ear as they didn't dare move. "I reckon it'll call for reinforcements if it can't find us, and we'll have a squad of Lee Corp guards to deal with."

      "Why d'you think it killed those guards outside?"

      Solly shrugged. "Haven't got a clue, but if they were still alive, we'd have been found by now. Let's give it half an hour. If we don't hear anything, we can run for the boat. That's our best way out of here."

      "Yeah, but Solly, we won't be able to go so fast against the current. I wouldn't fancy being in the middle of that river with a Reaper chasing me," Bobby said.

      "Then we'd better sneak off without them noticing," Solly said, "because we're inside DC territory now and I'm beginning to wonder just how independent the new government is."

      They sat in the pantry, each lost in their own thoughts, for the longest thirty minutes of their lives. The place had been stripped of the food that had once lined the shelves, except for a few packets of mixed spices and instant soup that he put in his pack.

      "Right, let's go," he whispered as he glanced down at his watch. He'd discarded his Apple Watch two days after the Long Night and was wearing the old clockwork watch his father-in-law—his former father-in-law—had given him years ago. He'd been happy to ditch it when he bought his first smartwatch, but the old Timex had had the last laugh. His other wrist still felt oddly naked, even though he'd stopped wearing his BonesWare display months ago. It still worked, and taking it off didn't affect the implant itself, but he hated it and all it represented. And he didn't need to be warned about his blood pressure.

      They left the carbines on the floor of the pantry and drew handguns before creeping to the back of the door. Solly put his hand on the door handle and, after a nod to the others, pulled it gently open.

      It was on the kitchen table. Solly gasped, but Paulie put her hand on his shoulder. "It's powered off," she said. "Quick, let's get out of here."

      So, it knew they were still inside, so it had waited silently for them to emerge. And now it was waking up. Its four rotors began spinning and a series of red lights began to circle its dome-like base. "It's initializing!" Solly hissed.

      With a roar, Bobby ran across the stone floor and threw himself onto the drone. He grabbed one of the Reaper's four arms and tried to rip at the rotor. "Bobby!" Solly called, "Leave it!"

      "You run. I'll take care of this. Go, my friend!"

      Paulie went to go, but Solly turned in the doorway. "No," he said. "Not this time."

      An alarm sounded from the Reaper as it strained to lift off. Solly ran back in to help his friend when, without warning, Bobby exploded, blood raining down on Solly like a spring shower as he screamed in horror and slipped to the floor. Bobby's upper body slid from the top of the Reaper and it rose like the spawn of the Devil out of the ruins of a good man's corpse. Born out of blood, scarlet lights dancing, it dipped its nose and the twin muzzles rotated to face Solly.

      The Reaper floated above him as Solly tried to scramble away, dragging the cylinder with him. "Get away!" he called to Paulie as she drew her weapon in the doorway. The Reaper's weapons swung to point at her, but Solly held Alison out in front of him and called, "Leave her or I'll destroy this!"

      The drone turned back to Solly as he pressed his handgun against the cylinder's shiny blood spattered surface. Then, as he despaired, he remembered his promise. "Alison," he said. "Wake up."

      He felt her come alive. She gasped in fear. "It is here! It is so dark!"

      "It killed Bobby," he said, "and it wants to kill Paulie and me."

      The cyan eye looked from him to Paulie and back to the drone. It turned red and Alison screamed.

      Solly dropped the cylinder and rolled over and over grabbing his ears, waiting to die in a hail of bullets. The floor shook as something heavy dropped and he turned back to see the drone on the floor.

      "Noooow!" Alison said. "I can't hold it!"

      Solly twisted over and threw himself onto the Reaper just as Paulie also landed on it. He pulled the knife from his ankle and stabbed it into a small panel that ran along the top of the black scarlet splashed dome. With a desperate heave, he opened it enough to be able to get his hands under there and wrench it off as the drone began moving beneath him, as if it were wrestling with an invisible opponent. He thrust his hands into the mass of wires and circuit boards inside and pulled. Instantly the Reaper stopped moving.

      "Aaaahhh!" Alison called.

      Solly grabbed the cylinder and turned it round until the display was uppermost. It was black. "Wake up, Alison!" he said, shaking her. Nothing happened. She was as dead as the Reaper. She was as dead as Bobby.

      Paulie touched Solly's arm. "We've gotta get out of here," she said. "Solly! Listen to me. We've got to go!"

      "What about Bobby?"

      She dragged him to his feet. "I'm sorry, there's nothing we can do and he wouldn't thank us for wasting his sacrifice by being caught."

      Solly nodded wretchedly. "We'd better take the Reaper with us."

      "What?"

      "We might be able to learn something from it," he said. "Scott can help. These things have to be stopped."

      "Come on then."

      They reached the door. Solly had the cylinder under one arm and was helping Paulie carry the inert drone in the other. He looked back at the wrecked kitchen and the ruined remains of his friend. For a moment, despair threatened to overcome him. Bobby was dead, Ross was probably dead. Khaled, their main link to the Lee Corporation, had betrayed them and died. And Alison was gone. What was the point?

      "You have to get back to Janice," Paulie said, as if reading his mind. "Come on."

      They found the car that had been left for Khaled. It had a full tank of fuel and on the front seat was a map with destinations in New York and DC.

      There was also a newspaper, left there, presumably, by one of the guards. It was thin and looked as though it had been photocopied rather than printed. Paulie took the driver's seat as Solly looked at it, half dazed.

      "So, where do we go from here?" Paulie asked. "Come on, we don't have time to read the paper."

      She snatched it out of his hands. "The New Washington Post?" she said as her eyes scanned down the front page which was dominated by a large image of a woman waving to a crowd. Beside her stood a child.

      "Oh my God," Paulie gasped. "Luna."
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      "I can see him, Christine," Luna said, pointing out of the window of her bedroom in the White House. "He's out there on the grass."

      President Blaise looked out over the lawn. "He can't be there, Luna. He'd have been caught by security before he got that close."

      "I know it's him. You said you'd fetch him, and you didn't. You lied."

      Blaise sighed. "We've been over this, Luna. Sometimes things just don't work out as we'd like."

      "But you're the president!"

      "Oh, my dear," Blaise said, sitting herself down in the window seat with her back to the outside. "Yes, that's my title, but that doesn't mean I can do what I like."

      Luna spun round to plop down beside her. "Then what's the point in being president?"

      "Luna, sometimes as adults we have to do the best with the situation we find ourselves in."

      "I wish you wouldn't talk to me like I'm a kid."

      Christine put her arm around Luna's shoulder and squeezed. "But you are a child, my dear."

      "Maybe, but that doesn't mean you should lie to me. I told you everything I knew, like you asked."

      Christine got up and walked across the pink room to the door. "You're right. I'm sorry, Luna. Now, it's time to get dressed. The car will be here in an hour."

      She shut the door and walked along the plush carpeted corridor toward the stairs to the Oval Office. Luna certainly had proven a mine of information—Christine had learned more from her about the state of the country than from all her advisers. It would, of course, have been even more useful if she'd been able to speak to the man she'd traveled with, but it would have been difficult to get him into the White House without Travers, her Chief of Staff and stooge of the Lee Corporation, knowing. And he certainly wouldn't have allowed it.

      She'd been shocked by Luna's story. If she was to be believed, she'd survived a hostile takeover of the town she'd lived in before narrowly escaping the Lee Corporation in Seattle. That had been the worst news. They were establishing a power base on the West Coast to mirror the one in New York. Their generous offer to provide food and supplies to DC had come at the price of hamstringing the fledgling administration. No decisions could be made without their approval and half her staff were Lee appointees. Her only ally was General Bevan, the grizzled veteran who headed up the Joint Chiefs of Staff and whose grip on the military left no room for negotiation with Lee Corp. For now, for all their leverage, the Lees could not oppose him. But the time could be coming. He knew of the risk and was doing all he could to organize the Army into an effective fighting force before the inevitable confrontation happened. But she'd heard rumors of a super-weapon in development, some sort of autonomous, heavily armored drone that might nullify the military's numerical advantage, such as it was. Fully trained service personnel were very rare, as it seemed that the death rate among them was even higher than in the general population. So, Bevan was forced to rebuild his Army from raw recruits and veterans, and, at the moment, it was only fit for internal security. Heaven forbid it met a trained military.

      Christine was less certain about the rest of Luna's story, especially her account of the lion attack. I mean, how likely was that? But there was no doubt she and her guardian, this Marvin who was apparently haunting the gardens of the White House, had made their way across the continental United States by car hopping and walking. It was quite an achievement.

      But what to do with Luna? It might seem an insignificant problem given everything else she had to contend with, but it ate away at Christine. She had never had children of her own, and she'd lost every one of her nieces and nephews on the Long Night. There was no doubt she was displacing her grief by having Luna here and not returning her to Marvin's care, but then surely the girl was better off here than in a refugee center. She might be, effectively, imprisoned here, but it was at least a gilded cage. The same cage Christine herself shared.

      "Hello Joel," she said, relieved that it was her trusted aide who was waiting for her at the door of the Oval Office and not Travers.

      "Good morning, Madam President," he replied as he shadowed her to the desk. "Your morning meetings…"

      Blaise held up her hand to stop him. "Just give me a minute, Joel. Make me a coffee, will you?"

      "Of course, Madam President. I'll be back presently," he said, before spinning on his heels and heading out.

      Yes, she needed just a few more moments of peace to allow her thoughts to settle. Luna's arrival, her bravery and her loyalty to her friend had been like the pebble that starts the rock fall. If a little girl could make her way across the country fueled purely by a determination to see her mother again, surely she, Christine Blaise, President of the United States, could emulate that and, for the first time since the Lee Corporation walked into this office, she could lead rather than follow. It was time for her to look outward and to switch perspective from merely dealing with today's emergencies to preparing for the recovery and reconstruction of her country. But before that could happen she had to face the Lees and, for the sake of her conscience, Luna had to be a long way away before that happened.

      Joel Hendrix entered and placed the tray on the desk.

      "Thank you, Joel. I want you to do something for me, but it must be entirely voluntary. This is not an order, do you understand?"

      Hendrix's eyebrows almost disappeared behind his hairline, but he recovered quickly. "If you ask me to do something, Madam President, I will consider it an order."

      She smiled at him. "There's someone I'd like you to find."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marvin hunkered down into the bush and pulled out a bag of chips. He was pretty certain he'd seen Luna at the window, and he was fairly sure she'd seen him. His eyesight wasn't what it had once been and he'd had to move quickly when he saw the woman appear alongside Luna and look in his direction, so he was racked with doubt as he leaned against the stubbly leaves and tried to sate his hunger on stale savories.

      He couldn't stay here much longer. He'd managed to stay hidden for three days so far, but this was the last of his food and he had no water. And, anyway, eventually one of the guards would stumble over him, even if entirely accidentally.

      "Marvin Tucker?"

      Tucker dropped the chip bag and fumbled for his handgun before sitting as still as he could manage.

      "Mr. Tucker? Please don't shoot, I am here to help," the voice said from somewhere behind the bush. "I work for the president. She has sent me to fetch you."

      Marvin raised himself as slowly and silently as he could manage. He caught sight of the small young man in a dark suit and pale raincoat walking toward him, nervously scanning the bushes. He didn't appear to be armed.

      "Are you here, Mr. Tucker?"

      "I'm here. What do you want?" Marvin said, sighting down the barrel as the man registered his presence and froze.

      "Don't shoot! Please!"

      Marvin got onto his knees so he could see over the hedge and gestured for the man to come closer.

      "I am Joel Hendrix, President Blaise's Chief of Staff," he said as he rounded the bush and squatted down next to Tucker.

      "Where's Luna?"

      "She's in the residence."

      "Why did the president take her?"

      "To learn what's going on in the outside world."

      Marvin snorted derisively. "Then why didn't she ask an adult? I could'a told her a lot more than the kid."

      "She wouldn't have gotten away with it. They'd have known."

      "What are you talkin' about? Who would've known what?"

      Hendrix shrugged. "We haven't got time, we need to get inside. All you need to know is that the Lee Corporation's got its claws into the government and they want to keep the president on a short leash."

      Marvin cursed. "Them again? Doesn't seem we can nowhere without runnin' across them devils. I don't figure they'll rest until they've got the whole country under their boot."

      "Well, the president is going to resist them, I'm sure, but she wants Luna out of the way when she does."

      "Why?"

      Hendrix gave a sad smile. "Because she loves her, Mr. Tucker. Luna has been the catalyst in the White House."

      "Yeah, she has that effect on folk," Tucker said, chuckling. "Well, what d'you want me to do?"

      "I'll take you into the White House, then it's up to you to get Luna out of here. Take her back west. Take her far away."

      "How can you get into the White House without the Lees catching on?"

      "Mr. Tucker, I may be outnumbered, but I've worked here for five years. There's parts of the old place that the Lee stooges have no idea exist. I can get you in, but you'll have to get her out."

      

      Hendrix had gone ahead, doing his best to walk normally across the lawn as if he'd just gone for a stroll. Marvin watched him as he crossed South Lawn Road and headed for the West Wing. At his signal, Marvin darted in his direction.

      "Marvin!"

      He froze as he stepped onto the asphalt and then slowly turned his head to see a head peering around the corner of a small white garden building beneath the canopy of a tree. He couldn't make out who it was. All he could see were hands frantically gesturing at him. Who in DC knew his name?

      He made his decision and ran toward the hands, ignoring the gesticulations of a panicking Hendrix.

      "Sheriff!"

      It was her. Sheriff Paulie Ramos. Here, on the White House lawn. She threw herself at him and he saw that a man he didn't recognize stood behind her looking as surprised as he was.

      "Where is she?" Paulie said, pulling back from the embrace.

      "She's inside," Tucker said. "I was just going to get her. The president's lettin' her go. She's gonna take on the Lees and wants the kid out of the way when she does it. I reckon she's taken a shine to her. At least, that's what that fella over there who's waving at us says. He works for her." The words tumbled out in his relief at finally being able to share the burden of responsibility for Luna Ramos.

      "Say, how did you know to come here?" Tucker asked.

      "It was Dany," Paulie said, a smile flickering across her face. "We were walking through the market and she must've seen me and started barking. The woman who had her told me you've left the dog with her while you went on some mission at the White House."

      "We need to speak to the president," the man behind said.

      "Who're you?"

      "This is Solly Masters. He's on our side," Paulie said. "Solly, this is Marvin Tucker, the man who's kept my Luna safe."

      Tucker shook hands, and then gave a shy smile. "She kept me going as much as the other way around, Sheriff. She's one of a kind, that girl. Now come on before my new friend over there has a seizure."

      They followed the path Hendrix had indicated that would give them the best chance of making it to where he stood without being spotted by anyone in the White House. The place was only lightly staffed compared to the days before the Long Night, but there were still many eyes to see them, even though the president had called a meeting that would tie up most of the Lee Corporation infiltrators.

      Hendrix had not been pleased to find that he now had to sneak three people into the White House, but he was in too deep to refuse. They passed through a service entrance at the rear of the West Wing and jogged along dark corridors until they reached a shut door.

      "Wait here," he said. "I'll bring her down."

      "We need to speak to the president," Solly said.

      "Impossible. She's taking a big enough risk as it is, I won't ask her to put herself in danger by sneaking down here."

      Solly grabbed his arm. "Listen, friend, this is bigger than her. This might be our one opportunity to give her critical information. You said she's going to resist the Lees, well she needs to hear what we have to say if she's to have any chance of success."

      Hendrix paused for a moment, as if trying to read Solly's thoughts and intentions. Finally, he nodded. "I'll ask her. I can't promise anything. She's the president, not me."

      

      Twenty minutes later, the door opened again, and Hendrix swept in, holding the door open. There stood the President of the United States and, holding her hand, was Luna.

      "Mommy!" she cried.

      "Shhhh!" hissed Hendrix as Paulie and Luna hugged each other, spinning around, barely able to control their sobs.

      Luna pulled herself away and stepped into Marvin's embrace. "Marvin, you came for me. You said you would."

      "Course I did, kid. I needed someone to tell me what to do."

      Solly held his hand out. "Madam President, my name's Solly Masters."

      Hendrix pulled the door closed as she moved inside.

      "And you have something to tell me, I believe."

      "Only if you're serious about resisting the Lee Corporation."

      "Oh, I'm serious, Mr. Masters. Their blackmail has to end or there can be no hope of restoring the country."

      "Then we have much to discuss."

      

      Solly compressed all he'd learned into as concise a form as he could, but still it took ten minutes and, by that time, Hendrix was practically jumping up and down in anxiety.

      "Seems as though my first act should be to contact Colonel McBride at Wright-Patterson, we're going to need his help. I'll ask General Bevan…"

      At this, the door was pushed open and Travers stood there, handgun leveled. Behind him lurked another two figures in black combat suits. "Madam President, I am placing you under arrest."

      "For what?" Blaise said.

      "Conspiring with our enemies. We have been monitoring the lawn, Madam President, and we know of the efforts of your subordinate to avoid proper channels. You will be confined until a trial can be convened."

      "Enemies? Enemies of who?"

      Travers shrugged. "Those that seek to oppose the reimposition of order."

      "You mean enemies of the Lee Corporation," Solly said.

      "It makes no difference. Federal Government, Lee Corporation, it's all the same thing. Now come—an inquiry awaits you, Madam President. For the others, I suspect a brief military tribunal and a firing squad."

      "No!" Luna cried. "Don't hurt my mommy!"

      "Your mommy is a traitor, little girl. And didn't she tell you never to get into a stranger's car? This is what happens to children who disobey the rules."

      Blaise drew herself up to her full, though still diminutive, height. "Let me be clear, Mr. Travers. Are you effectively taking over the federal government?"

      Travers's smile spread slowly across his face. "I suppose I am, Ms. Blaise, but that will be a decision for Administrator Chen. She will decide who the next president will be."

      "General, have you heard enough?" Blaise said, raising her voice slightly.

      "Quite enough, Madam President."

      Travers and his guards spun around. Behind him loomed General Bevan, his pistol leveled at Travers. Alongside him stood four figures in Army fatigues with drawn weapons.

      "Mr. Travers, you and your entire staff are now under arrest for subversion," Blaise said.

      "How dare you defy us? Do you know what you've done?"

      She nodded. "I believe I've declared war on the Lee Corporation, Mr. Travers."
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      After the confrontation in the White House, Solly, Paulie, Luna and Tucker had spent an hour with the president giving her every bit of information they could about the Lee Corporation and the state of things across the continent. However, Solly hadn't told President Blaise that he had the remains of the drone in the trunk of the car—he was desperate for Scott Lee to be able to dismantle it before they went ahead with their attack on the fabrication plant in New York.

      They knew they had very little time before the Lees reacted to the president's action and she needed to prepare the defense with General Bevan, so they took their leave and, stopping only to retrieve Dany from her temporary carer in the market, they made their way out of the city.

      But they had one errand before they could head back to the farmhouse, and so they rolled up to the little jetty with the cottage where Bobby had died. Solly knew they didn't have time for this, but nevertheless it had to be done. Had Bobby not tackled the drone, neither he nor Paulie would have survived and, in any case, Solly had gotten close to the man in the brief time they'd known each other. Integrity takes many forms, and Bobby had it in spades.

      The grave was shallower than he'd have liked, but the soil here was stony and they really couldn't risk discovery by the Lee Corp. They found him in the kitchen, though it was obvious that others had been here in the meantime, presumably backup called in by the drone before they'd destroyed it. He felt anger swell within him as he saw Bobby's remains left there while every scrap of the drone that Solly and Paulie hadn't recovered had been painstakingly removed.

      Solly fetched a blanket from an upstairs bedroom and, biting back his disgust, wrapped Bobby in it, almost choking on the smell. Paulie took the other end of the blanket and they carried him out to the hole in the garden. Marvin, who'd offered to help, had been detailed to keep Luna and Dany occupied until, once it was time to refill the grave, they all stood around it and Solly said a few words.

      "I don't know whether you were religious, Bobby," he said, "but it seems to me that there is no justice in a world when others who deserve it less survive. You were a good man, and that's the highest compliment I can give you. There are few enough people like you around now. Farewell, my friend."

      Their boat was still there, sitting on the concrete at the bottom of the boat ramp, and Solly was briefly tempted to suggest they go back by river, but, quite apart from the fact that the boat wasn't big enough for four humans and a dog, they'd be cruising against the current with no way of knowing where they'd be able to find fuel.

      They'd dumped Khaled's car, as there was a chance it was fitted with a tracking device, and were now driving a silver Ford Flex given to them by the president. It was fully fueled, with plenty to get them to the farmhouse, and Solly drove with Marvin in the passenger seat as Paulie and Luna held each other and talked in the back.

      "So, you know the sheriff long?" Marvin said once they'd left the river bank behind and had begun making their way northwest toward Leesburg.

      "Just a couple of weeks," Solly responded, "and about three thousand miles. We arrived in Arbroath just after you'd escaped."

      Marvin grunted an acknowledgment. "And that stuff you told the president is all true? I mean, I'd figured that the Lees were connected with all that's happened, but I didn't know they were lookin' to take over the country."

      "Yeah, it takes a lot to get your head around. I didn't want to believe it myself, but in the end, there was too much evidence to deny. Honestly, if you'd been chased by that drone, the Reaper, you wouldn't doubt their intentions. I didn't know they had their tentacles into DC, but it makes sense. They created this chaos, though Scott doesn't think the Lees expected everyone to die. They wanted domination, not death."

      "This Scott, he's the fella we knew as Pastor Smith?"

      Solly nodded. "That's him."

      "Do you trust him?"

      That was a good question, wasn't it? Scott Lee had shown himself capable of deception and he had been at the center of the Lee Corporation for many years. And yet Solly had seen the terror in his eyes each time they thought they might be captured by the Lees. One thing seemed certain—he did not want that to happen.

      "I trust him," Solly said, "up to a point. He's a complicated man, and I don't think we've seen what truly motivates him yet, aside from fear."

      "Fear can be enough."

      Solly shook his head. "Maybe, but there's more to him than that. Sure, he helps us because he doesn't want the second wave to happen, but I don't believe that's the whole story, not by a long shot."

      Marvin seemed to consider this. "Well, I've walked a long way and seen plenty of things I wish I hadn't. If this farmhouse is the safe haven the sheriff says it is, then I'll sure be glad to rest up for a bit."

      "Yeah, I can't wait to get back there," Solly responded, though his mind darkened as he pictured the place. He saw Janice's face and wondered what she would say to him when they returned. Was Ross alive?

      

      "Don't see many folks goin' away from DC," the sentry said as he took the pass President Blaise had given him. They had pulled up at the roadblock on the 7 south of Leesburg and Solly glanced at the queue of people outside the temporary rest stop that had once been a hotel. "So, you met the president herself? What did you make of her?" The sentry bent down to look inside the car. He was a young man with a nervous face and a thin mustache.

      "I was impressed," Solly responded. And it was true. It wasn't in the nature of Solly Masters to hero worship, but in his brief time with President Blaise, he'd come to the conclusion that, by sheer luck, free America had found itself a leader worthy of the name. "You'll be getting new orders soon, but we have a mission to the north."

      The man took the hint and returned the pass before saluting and waving the car through the barrier as it lifted.

      "Poor devil," Solly murmured. "The brown stuff is going to hit the fan soon enough."

      "What chance do they have against the Lees?" Marvin asked.

      Solly shrugged. "Well, it'll be a deal better if we can stop them building an army of drones. I don't know how many they've already got out in the field, but every one we destroy helps Blaise and Bevan. The recovery has got to start somewhere, Marvin, and if DC falls to the Lees then there's no way back, I fear."

      

      They drove through the night. Paulie had suggested taking a route that avoided the main highways—it was probably a little paranoid to imagine that they could be followed by the Lee Corporation, but the farmhouse's location was too important to risk. And, in any case, the bigger roads were likely to have more people walking along them and there was always the risk of carjacking if they were forced to stop.

      It was midmorning on the following day when they arrived back at the farmhouse. Janice ran out to greet Solly and he swung her around as they embraced.

      "How's Ross?" Solly asked as they separated.

      "He's going to make it," she responded.

      Solly's smile evaporated as he took in the expression on her face. "What is it?"

      "Oh, Sol," she said, tears flowing down her cheeks. "His back was injured in the fall. He can't walk."

      The hubbub around them stopped suddenly. "Is it permanent?"

      Janice nodded. "Becky says so."

      "Does he know?"

      "We haven't told him he'll never recover, but he's a clever boy. He's worked it out for himself."

      "Where's Khaled?" Scott Lee had come running from the house, barging the children aside.

      "Where's Bobby, Sol?" Jaxon asked.

      "They're both dead," Solly said, focusing his attention on the boy. "Bobby saved us from a trap Khaled set."

      Scott, whose unshaven face looked pale and drawn, shook his fist at Solly. "You were supposed to bring him back, not kill him!"

      "I didn't kill him, though I thought about it. No, he was killed by a Reaper."

      "Then we have no chance. Without his inside knowledge, how can we hope to fight them?" Lee said. "Wait, did you say you've seen a Reaper? And you survived?"

      Solly put his arm around the shoulders of Janice and Jaxon and began to move past Lee and toward the farmhouse door where Arnold waited to greet them. "Yeah, we survived. Bobby attacked it and bought us time, but we got lucky."

      "What was it like?" Lee asked, unable to hide his yearning.

      Solly thumbed over his shoulder. "Take a look for yourself. It's in the trunk."

      

      Ross was sitting up in bed as Solly came in. "Hello, son," he said, before hugging the boy and taking a seat beside him.

      "I heard the commotion, thought it was you. I'm glad you're home. Did you kill him?"

      Solly took a bread roll from the bedside table, tore it open, and bit into it before shaking his head. "I didn't have to. His masters did it for me. I'm sorry, Ross, sorry for everything."

      "I'm sorry for letting him fool me. He followed me after the meeting. Somehow, he'd gotten a knife, said he knew I could tell him where you'd hidden Alison."

      "How did you know?"

      Ross flushed. "I kept an eye on you, Sol. Did you get her back?"

      "Yeah, in a manner of speaking," Solly said. "She took out the drone, but she hasn't worked since. I think she might have sacrificed herself to save us."

      Ross leaned back and sighed. "But she's the key. Khaled, Neil and Scott all said so."

      "You know what, Ross?" Solly said, slapping him on the shoulder, "Right now I couldn't give a rat's…"

      A voice floated in from the room next door. "Mr. Masters, mind your language."

      Ross smiled. "Miss Prism likes to keep an eye on me."

      "Well, I think it's time you got out of bed," Solly said.

      The smile vanished. "But Sol, didn't they tell you?"

      "They told me that you can't use your legs at the moment, but the sun's coming out and I detect a hint of spring in the air," he said.

      Miss Prism appeared around the door. She was twice the woman she'd been when Solly had first encountered her and was dressed in a purple velvet dress that made her look even bigger. Her glasses hung on a rope around her neck and she was shaking her finger. "I don't think Ross should be getting out of bed, Mr. Masters. Nurse Epstein said he was to be allowed to rest."

      "Did she say you couldn't be moved?" Solly asked Ross, who shook his head. "Then some fresh air would do you some good. Go fetch someone to help me, would you, Miss Prism? He's put on a few pounds since I saw him last and I don't think I can lift him."

      Jaxon leaped up the stairs, as Solly knew he would, and the two of them carried Ross out onto the veranda to sit on the rocking chair Landon had loved so much.

      It was warm enough for children to run around on the grass without coats, and Ross, Jaxon, and Solly were soon joined by Janice. Solly kept an eye on Scott, who was examining the drone as it sat in the trunk but, for the most part, he was content to enjoy the sun on his face and the sounds of happiness. Paulie, Luna and Marvin had disappeared into the little community of tents set up by the Wright-Patterson security detail.

      After a few minutes, or an hour (he couldn't tell) he wandered over to the car and pulled out his pack before resuming his seat next to Ross. He rummaged in the pack and pulled out the cylinder to check that it was in its protective sheath. He held onto the desperate hope that Alison could be repaired because he sensed that they needed her now more than ever. She had somehow deactivated the drone and he desperately wanted to understand how. Here, on this perfect early afternoon in this place of peace, he felt that the world was drawing breath before the onslaught of the second storm.

      Perhaps the actions of President Blaise represented the turning of the tide, or perhaps they were the last twitchings of the former federal government. Either way, things were in flux and the Lee Corporation would find a moving target harder to hit. While they were focusing their attention on the government in DC, Solly and the others had an opportunity to strike.

      

      He found Scott Lee in the basement that had been Khaled's prison. The remains of the drone lay on the table beneath a light suspended from the ceiling and powered by a bank of car batteries that Jaxon had set up in the corner.

      Lee turned as Solly reached the bottom step. "It's astonishing," he said, "the leaps they've taken. This thing is practically unbeatable."

      "Alison beat it. Hold on, are you trying to reactivate it?" he said, gesturing at the wires running from the drone to the battery array.

      "No, I just want to run some tests, though I've got precious little equipment here."

      Solly picked up a piece of the drone's casing. It was sleek, black and incredibly light. "We can probably find what you need," he said. "I'm sending Jaxon out on a raid, so make a list. But look, what about Alison? You always said she was the key, shouldn't we concentrate our efforts on her?"

      Lee took the cylinder from Solly's hands.

      "Use the safe," Solly said, watching as Lee walked over to the corner of the room and put his hands inside the lead lined box before pressing the activation switch on the cylinder. Nothing happened.

      "Nothing," he said. "And you say she's been unresponsive since she disabled the drone?"

      Solly nodded. "She screamed. It was horrible. And then the Reaper fell out of the air."

      Lee stood, scratching his stubbly chin for a few moments, his eyes darting back and forth between the drone and the cylinder. "I wonder," he said.

      He ignored all Solly's questions as he marched back to the table and crouched down to examine it closely. "This is the power inverter," he muttered. "Looks as though it runs at 24 volts." He disappeared beneath the table, and Solly heard the crackling of live connections. It was like being witness to Dr. Frankenstein at work.

      "Okay. Let's give it a try," Lee said as he took the terminal cable and, with great care and a final spark, he plugged it into the motherboard.

      Immediately, fans began turning and the carcass of the machine began to vibrate like a reanimating corpse.

      A voice emerged, hoarse and full of static. "Father. I am a monster."

      "Alison!"
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      "Where are our ships?" Nathan asked.

      Matthews grunted. "Good question. I know some of them were sailed out when the crisis started. I guess they're still out there. The others are still in harbor, but I don't reckon the Kimmies can get past their security systems."

      Nathan shook his head. He'd visited San Diego's naval base before the Long Night, when it had been a potent symbol of his country's military power. Now, it exhibited the might of another country.

      "But these aren't Korean ships, they're Chinese."

      "The Kimmies don't have a navy worth squat," Matthews said. "Lucky for them they're best friends with the Chinese. Did you think it was just the North Koreans we were fighting?"

      Nathan shrugged. He hadn't considered the Chinese, but it was obvious now he thought about it. So, did that mean China had escaped the Long Night? If that was the case then they made up the vast majority of humans still alive today. Maybe that had been their plan all along. But no, he couldn't work out why they would inflict genocide when they could instead dominate.

      Whatever the reason might be, they were now facing an enemy many times more potent than he'd imagined. In his mind's eye, he saw an America in which his people were second class citizens, under the complete control of eastern Asian overlords.

      "Yeah, makes you think, doesn't it?" Matthews said. "Makes you wonder, what's the point of resisting them when we can't possibly win?"

      Nathan looked at the grizzled veteran. "Looks like resistance has gotten you a world of pain," he said.

      Matthews touched the deep purple bruises covering his face and licked his swollen lips. He looked worse now than he had when Nathan had first seen him in the truck. "It's not been a bed of roses, sure," he said. "But we can't let them take over with barely a shot in anger. Look over there…"

      He was pointing at a group of white rectangular buildings at the base of one of the jetties. Even from here, on the roof of an administrative office some hundred yards away, Nathan could see the distinctive pock marks of small arms fire that had punctured one of the walls.

      "There weren't many folks here when they came in, but those who were put up a fight. Didn't last long. After it was over, the Kimmies lined up the prisoners and the commanding officer shot them one at a time. Nice and slow."

      Nathan swore under his breath. "Animals."

      "D'you think it's worth making that officer pay?"

      "You know who it was?"

      Matthews gave a grim smile. "He's the base commander. So there, my friend, is the point of resistance."

      "Revenge?"

      "Revenge."

      "I'm in."

      

      They kept their heads down as they walked back to their hideout. Although the naval base seemed packed with Chinese and North Korean military personnel and they'd seen many Americans being used to fetch and carry, the streets outside were relatively quiet. Military vehicles sporting the red star of the People's Liberation Army or circled star of the KPA patrolled up and down the flat avenues, but they saw not another living soul as they scampered from cover to cover.

      Nathan had been surprised by how easy it had been to get into the base but put it down to the arrogance of the occupiers—they thought they had the locals under their heel and so they let down their guard. The base was also huge and, though more seemed to be arriving every day, the invaders were still short of the personnel needed to completely secure the base and the city.

      Su-Mi was waiting for them as they crept into the alley behind the tire shop and through the workshop door. Upstairs was a small office they'd converted into living accommodation. The dark stairway was behind a false door that was hard to spot, but Matthews had chosen this place primarily because of the escape route across the roof to the building next door.

      In truth, the resistance cell was barely worthy of the name. With the addition of Su-Mi and Nathan, they now numbered half a dozen. Matthews and his shadow, Wesley, had been in the truck when it was ambushed by the remaining two members. Sofia Gomez was a squat woman in her thirties with a military haircut and an abrasive manner. She and Su-Mi had barely spoken since the rescue and it was obvious that Gomez thought she should have been left behind.

      Preston McInally, on the other hand, had welcomed them both with open arms. A wide man who looked as though he had been considerably wider before the Long Night, he was a constant frustration to Matthews, who said he had all the military value of a soggy burrito. And yet he had been there, on that roadside, risking his life to free his leader. Nathan remembered his father had a favorite motto—beware the quiet man. That was McInally. Flabby on the outside, but was there a core of iron within?

      "Are you insane?" Su-Mi hissed when they were alone. As soon as she'd learned of the plan to assassinate the commander of the naval base, she'd bundled him downstairs and out into the alley. "We're here on an intelligence mission! We need to find out all we can about their military capability. How many ships? How many personnel? Vehicles? Artillery? Aircraft?"

      "No, we really don't," Nathan said, trying to remain calm under the onslaught. "How many ships? More than enough. How many people? More than enough. I've seen what's docked at the naval base, Su-Mi, and they make the TLX look like Robin Hood's Merry Men."

      "So we have to go back and tell them!"

      Nathan nodded. "Sure. I haven't forgotten that they're holding Jake hostage until we return, but I want to do some damage first. This is our country, Su-Mi, not theirs, and someone has to strike back."

      "By murdering someone in cold blood?"

      "Just as he murdered our people."

      "We're no better than him, then? Is that what you're saying?"

      Nathan sighed. "Is the hangman as guilty as the man he executes?"

      "Your target could ask the same thing."

      "That wasn't an execution, it was the murder of soldiers who'd surrendered—you know that Su-Mi."

      She shook her head and leaned against the brick wall of the alley. Someone had sprayed "The End is Nigh" in black painted letters three feet high. "I just think we can't risk it. All we need to do is get some more precise intelligence and we can head back."

      "And then what? Await the onslaught? We can't beat them, but we can strike back. We can have a small victory."

      "Even if we succeed, we won't escape. You know that."

      Shrugging, Nathan said, "Such a pessimist. Come on, let's get back in there—I want to make sure the plan isn't too heavy on the crazy."

      

      In fact, it was simplicity itself. Matthews had been spying on the base for weeks until he'd been captured with Wesley on his way back to their hideout. Standing orders were that suspected spies were to be interrogated by officers of the North Korean secret police, the SSD, at their forward base near Alpine on I-8. Neither Matthews nor Wesley had expected to survive the encounter, and both had been severely beaten, but had been rescued by Preston and Sofia on their journey back, presumably, to face a firing squad.

      There was something about that sequence of events that troubled Nathan but, after all, there was nothing normal about the world now, and it made little sense to question anything.

      Before his capture, Matthews had noted a newly constructed wooden stage surrounded by seating. This, it became apparent, was used to welcome important dignitaries to San Diego. Matthews had watched naval commanders shaking hands with the butcher in charge of the base soon after their ships docked, witnessed by members of the crew and base personnel who occupied the rows of seats in front of the stage.

      A well hidden bomb would wipe out more than just the commander and it would serve to warn the enemy that they weren't going to take this country without a fight.

      And they had the means. Matthews had raided one of the local armories on the day after the Long Night and he'd carefully hidden a cache that included a hundred M112 demolition blocks, and he intended to use all of them in the attack. But they had no remote detonators or timers, and, in any case, the stage would certainly be searched, so the plan was to load the explosives into a truck and for Matthews to drive it at the stage and detonate it manually. He'd smiled when he'd seen Nathan's expression.

      "I said I wanted to resist," he responded, "and I can't imagine goin' out with a bigger bang."

      Then his face had darkened and, for a moment, Nathan got to peep behind the curtain at the dark soul within. "And besides, what have I got to live for? Everyone I ever cared for is dead and the country I love is goin' to be renamed New China or some such before long. I don't want to see that. This way, I go out on my own terms."

      Wesley and Sofia had begged him to reconsider, and Gomez had even offered to take his place, but he'd gotten dibs on the ride and it was a solo journey. It would be the task of the others to help him get in, to load the truck, and to cover him on his final journey.

      

      Two days later, Matthews came back to the hideout with the news that a new ship had docked and the welcome arena was being smartened up for the ceremony. "I seen it before," he said. "They clean it the day before, so it'll be tomorrow."

      This had taken the others by surprise. They'd only just gotten the last of the explosives from the cache and had been expecting a wait of at least a few days, but fate had, it seemed, smiled on them.

      All of them would be going. Su-Mi had donned her KPA uniform, and she and Nathan would be helping Matthews to steal and load up the truck before providing covering fire as it headed for its target. The other three would be stationed on the roofs of buildings overlooking the route, and they were tasked with keeping any defenders occupied so Matthews could get close enough to do maximum damage.

      Gomez had wept when she hugged Matthews as they were about to enter the base through the hole they'd cut in the fence, but Wesley had broken down entirely and Nathan could hear his sobbing as he, Su-Mi and Matthews had jogged into the darkness. The veteran had seemed unmoved, but Nathan suspected the old soldier was putting on a show for fear of undermining the mission. It would only work if they proceeded with determination and didn't overthink it.

      The ceremony would take place in the morning, and so they were breaking into the base before the sun came up. They flitted clumsily from building to building, each carrying fifteen kilos of M112, avoiding guards wherever possible. Matthews had been right, they were arrogant and relaxed, but twice Nathan was forced to creep up behind a soldier, put his hand over the man's mouth and a knife in his back. It was grim work, so he imagined the brave American defenders as they watched their comrades being killed one by one beside them and he found the strength. These men were the invaders here and he didn't want to consider if any of them had been given a choice whether to sail across the sea to this foreign land.

      The logistics area was set back from the waterfront and the rumble of the ships' engines as they generated power could barely be heard. Three trucks were lined up against a wall, the North Korean star on the nearest shining red beneath the one working streetlight.

      "Good," Matthews whispered. "These are old Russian trucks, should be easy enough to hotwire. Come on, let's get it loaded."

      They worked silently at the back of the truck, Su-Mi keeping watch as the sun rose over San Diego. Matthews ran the detonating cord between each of the blocks, and through into the cab where he wired it to the controller itself which sat on the middle seat.

      "You look as though you've done this before," Nathan said as he watched the veteran work.

      "I had a varied military career," Matthews said, "and after." He gave a rueful smile as he looked up. "The old woman said I'd come to a bad end. Guess this proves her wrong."

      Nathan held out his hand. "I wish there was another way, but you're an American hero."

      Matthews shook his head. "The Army would beg to differ. Dishonorable discharge," he said. "Though I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't tell nobody. Just wanted to unburden my soul to a fellow grunt."

      "I won't breathe a word."

      They shut the cab door and joined Su-Mi. It was now fully light and promising to be a bright day. They couldn't see the stage from where they hid, but they could hear the sounds of people talking as they passed along the harbor, heading for their seats. Not long now.

      "Time for you to take your positions," Matthews said. "Make sure you've got a clear line of sight—the biggest risk is that they take me down before I get close enough."

      Nathan shook his hand again and nodded. "We'll make sure you get a clear run. Godspeed, Sergeant."

      "You too, Sergeant," Matthews said, gripping Nathan with both hands.

      Su-Mi took his hand as he stepped back. "Blessings, Sergeant Matthews. You're a good American."

      Matthews smiled. "You too, Su-Mi. Thanks for proving me wrong. Seems Nathan here's a better judge of character than me. You'll carry on the fight, won't you?" he said, turning back to Nathan.

      "I'll do my best."

      With a nod, Matthews climbed up into the cab and pulled the door shut.

      

      Su-Mi and Nathan snuck their way along the rear of the base until they'd come in a wide arc to a position from which they could see the entrance to the truck parking lot and the stage itself. Matthews had said the ceremony would start at 10 a.m., and the seating area was still hidden in long shadows, but Nathan could see people busying themselves setting the stage up. A microphone on a silver stand stood in the center and a tall man in dress uniform could be seen in the background.

      At 10 a.m. on the dot, the stage cleared, and the uniformed man stepped forward to the microphone. Korean words drifted across the base and then Su-Mi whispered that he had switched to Mandarin, though she couldn't make out all the words. From what she could gather, it was a standard welcome speech, exactly as Matthews had predicted.

      He was due to begin his run at 10:15, to account for any delay, and Nathan readied himself as he waited. Each member of the team carried a long barreled assault rifle that, at this range, ought to be accurate enough. Nathan and Su-Mi had worked out their escape route, planning to get out of San Diego as quickly as they possibly could and ahead of the inevitable road blocks that would be set up in the wake of the attack.

      10:15. Nathan strained to hear the sound of an accelerating engine, but there was nothing other than the droning of the base commander over the public address system. Matthews might be struggling to hotwire the truck's ignition, or he might have been caught.

      10:20. There it was! Nathan sighted along his barrel, waiting for the truck to appear as his gaze swept left and right along the route it would take.

      "Oh no!" Su-Mi hissed.

      "What?"

      She pointed to the stage. "Look!"

      There, walking unsteadily up to the base commander, was a pair of short figures each carrying what looked like a bouquet of flowers. And the sun had risen enough to illuminate the first rows of seats. "They're civilians!"

      "They're children!"

      Panic flooded Nathan's mind, threatening to overwhelm him. Surely Matthews hadn't known that these ceremonies were for civilian ships as well as military? These people could be settlers come to live in the homes of dead Americans, but they were not combatants. And that was the red line. The line between war and terrorism. And Nathan Woods was no terrorist.

      Shots rang out as the truck appeared from the left, accelerating along the harbor road. The figures on the stage froze at the sound and Nathan made his decision. He swung his rifle round.

      "We have to stop him!" he said.

      Without a word, Su-Mi followed his aim. The truck was less than a hundred yards from the stage as they fired round after round at its tires. Finally, a shot hit and the truck spun around as one tire burst. Guards ran like ants from cover and tore open the cab door.

      With a blinding flash followed a moment later by a rumbling roar, the truck disappeared in an expanding curtain of flame tinged by black rolling smoke. The blast took out one side of the stage and Nathan watched in horror as bodies were flung in all directions.

      "Come on!" he said, dragging Su-Mi to her feet.

      Gunfire erupted from behind them and they spun around to see Wesley silhouetted against the sky, his face twisted in rage, spraying bullets across the roof top. They scrambled to take cover behind an air conditioning unit as rounds thudded into the asphalt, the screaming and cries of pandemonium coming from the stage drowned out as they sheltered.

      Suddenly, the gunfire stopped. Nathan inched around the aircon to peer upwards and saw Sofia Gomez standing where Wesley had been. He could just make out a shape huddled at her feet and, as he watched, he saw Preston McInally approach from behind and put his hand on her shoulder. As she went to turn away, she locked eyes with Nathan, gave a sad nod, and disappeared.

      Nathan and Su-Mi ran down the fire escape steps and headed for the gap in the fence as all hell broke out behind them.
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      If a machine could suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, then that's exactly what was afflicting Alison. Scott had reactivated the cylinder and helped her return to it, but she spent many hours talking to him, and especially Solly, like a child who needs reassuring that the nightmare is over.

      Many of these conversations took place in the drainage tunnel where Solly had hidden the cylinder. He'd found it early on in their time at the farmhouse but had preferred to keep her in the safe until Khaled had arrived. He shouldn't have let Ross follow him and learn of her location, so much sadness could have been prevented. He guessed that Khaled had attacked Ross with the intention of using him as a hostage to get Solly to hand over the cylinder—he must have thought he'd hit pay dirt when he realized the boy knew where it was.

      "Why didn't you transfer a fragment over to the drone?" Solly asked as he crouched in the wet tunnel with only the light of a camping gas lamp to see by. Scott had explained that Alison was capable of cloning aspects of her personality to perform specific tasks, such as piloting the plane to Rickenbacker, giving them the chance to escape the Lee Corporation's tracking.

      "I didn't have time, Father," she said. "I saw it and knew that I had milliseconds, so I threw myself at it. Or, at least, that's the closest metaphor I can come up with."

      "Just like Bobby."

      "Yes. I was sorry to learn of his death. He was a good man."

      "It was a waste."

      "I could have prevented it."

      Solly sighed. "I know, but if you'd been activated, there's no telling how many of them would have descended on us. It was my roll of the dice. My fault it went so disastrously wrong."

      "You must not blame yourself, Father. Someone had to make the decision."

      "What was it about the Reaper that caused you so much distress?" he asked, steering the discussion away from his own doubts and guilt.

      Alison's cyan eye, so bright in the damp darkness, dimmed for a moment. "There was a mind in it," she said, "intent on nothing but pursuing its mission. I don't know how to put it into words, but it was somehow familiar, as if I recognized it without ever having met it before. But it was evil and it threatened to swallow me whole."

      "But you beat it."

      "Yes. It was not sophisticated. Its mind was like a spear—focused on one aim and one aim only: destruction. I was able to parry the blow and strike as it tried to recover."

      Solly laughed. "You're using a metaphor because you don't think I'd understand what actually happened."

      "Yes Father," she responded in a matter-of-fact voice, "but it was faster than I expected. It struck out as it was destroyed, and I was forced to shut my consciousness down or be dragged with it into…wherever it went."

      "Machine Hell?" Solly suggested.

      "Perhaps. Its memories and thoughts merged with mine for a fragment of time and it was necessary to ring-fence them behind a firewall. I do not wish them to be part of my matrix."

      Solly picked the cylinder up and began making his way toward the tunnel entrance. "Time to shut down, Alison."

      "You used to read me stories at bedtime," she responded.

      "You're grown up now," he said. "Don't worry. I'll wake you again soon. We're going to need your help and I like talking with you."

      The cyan eye widened and the pupil turned into a heart symbol. "I like it too, Father. Goodnight."

      

      Dusk had fallen by the time Solly returned to the farmhouse and deposited Alison in the safe. He came back upstairs to the big living room and sat next to Janice as she played animal, vegetable or mineral with half a dozen older children.

      Some of the babies and toddlers had been relocated to the Fordham's house along with the teenagers who'd acted as their carers, so the place was a little quieter, a little less crowded than it had been before.

      "Is it a mushroom?" one of the children asked.

      Janice smiled. "Yes, well done."

      "Although a mushroom isn't a vegetable," Solly said, giving her a playful nudge.

      "Pedant," she responded as she pecked him on the cheek.

      Arnold rolled into the living room followed by another figure in a wheelchair. "Ross!" Solly called, leaping up from the couch and instantly regretting it. He rubbed the small of his back as he went over to the boy.

      "Nice job!" Solly said to Jaxon, who was pushing his friend.

      Jaxon beamed with pleasure. "Nothin' but the finest for my bro here. Took some findin' but we got there in the end."

      "It's just temporary," Ross said, looking up at Solly. "Until my legs are working again."

      Solly nodded. "Sure, son. But in the meantime, you need to learn how this thing works. We can't have Jaxon wheeling you around everywhere."

      "I've been showing him, Solly," Arnold said. "He's a fast learner."

      Jaxon pushed Ross over to the couch and swung him around so that he could watch the children as he sat alongside Janice. Solly glanced at him from time to time and he thought he could see, behind the smile, a haunted expression that froze him to the bone.

      "Oh, you're back."

      Solly turned to see Scott Lee standing in the doorway. "We need to talk."

      "Tonight?" Solly said, aware that he sounded a little like a teenage boy being reminded that he had homework to do.

      "Corporal DiSanto is here and we need to make our plans. After you stirred up a wasp’s nest in DC, we need to act quickly."

      Solly sighed. "Okay, let's go."

      Jaxon pushed Ross toward the kitchen door.

      "You're not needed," Scott said, looking at Ross. "You won't be coming on the mission, after all."

      Solly's fist connected with Scott Lee's jaw and he fell to the floor in a heap.

      

      Scott sat at the table, a wet cloth pressed against his jaw, his gaze darting resentfully in Solly's direction from time to time. He'd apologized to Ross, explaining that he had chosen his words poorly, but Solly had shown no signs of remorse. The boy had elected not to be in the meeting in any case, so Lee's sore jaw had been entirely unnecessary.

      Solly didn't regret his actions at all. As far as he was concerned, Scott Lee had had that coming for some time. Ever since he'd met the man, he'd been an ambivalent presence who liked to give the impression that only he had an accurate idea of what they were facing and that, if he were to paint them a picture, it would be very dark indeed. Solly knew that Lee was angry and jealous of the fact that Alison called Solly “father,” and that he resented the fact that they would have to work together to get the most out of her. But Solly, in turn, found Lee's refusal to reveal why Alison was so crucial absolutely maddening. The man was as slippery as an eel and as manipulative as hell.

      Several pages ripped from a route atlas lay on the table as Arnold, Janice, Corporal DiSanto and Paulie joined Solly in waiting for Scott to get the meeting started.

      "Khaled told us that the Reaper fabrication plant has been built at Newark Liberty International and it's from there that the drones will be distributed around the country in time for the second wave."

      "Do we have any idea when that will happen?" Paulie asked.

      "No. At the moment, the Lee Corporation seems content to maintain control in New York and Seattle as well as Washington DC, though recent events have disrupted that part of the plan."

      "Well, having seen one of these drones at first hand, I can tell you that we have no chance of stopping them once they're operational. They're absolutely deadly."

      Scott nodded. "It may well be that the one you encountered was a prototype. The final model will be even more powerful. But I suspect they will deploy the Reapers as they're manufactured, concentrating them in the specific areas they wish to take control of and then tightening the noose."

      "DC will be their first target," Solly said. "They may have enough firepower to overwhelm General Bevan's forces as it is, but with the Reapers they'll be unstoppable."

      Corporal DiSanto cleared his throat. "So, is it my understanding that we are to put together a task force to destroy this facility?"

      "Yes, Corporal, that's it exactly. Will you help us?"

      DiSanto scratched his chin as he examined the map. "That's got to be two hundred and fifty miles from here, along roads of unknown status. As we swing north of DC, there'll be walkers on the road and when we get near to New York, we'll probably run into Lee Corporation forces."

      "Could you take the back roads?" Arnold said.

      "That'll bring its own problems," DiSanto responded, leaning in close to the map and tracing possible routes with his finger. "Small roads are easier to blockade and there are bound to be local bandits."

      Scott shook his head. "So, what's the answer? We have to try."

      "There's another issue," Janice said. "How do you propose to destroy the factory?"

      Silence fell. It was all very well knowing what had to be done, but that didn't mean doing it was going to be practical or even possible.

      Scott thumped the table. "We've got to do it! Do you understand? Otherwise, the next visitors to the farm might be floating black drones armed with machine guns and missiles. We need to buy ourselves time to work out how to take on the Lee Corporation."

      "And to give DC a chance against them," Solly added. "But if we can't get to the factory and have no way to destroy it even if we reached it, then I don't know where we go from here."

      "I might be able to help with that," Corporal DiSanto said. "It seems to me that we need more firepower, and I know where we can get it."

      "Where?" Lee said.

      "Wright-Patterson," DiSanto answered. "If you explain the plan to Colonel McBride, I reckon he might be prepared to contribute a couple of Humvees and some plastic explosives. Can't guarantee it, but it seems like your best shot."

      "But that'll mean a delay," Scott said.

      DiSanto nodded. "Of a few days, sure. That's if he agrees."

      Scott shook his head. "We can't wait around to find out."

      "Well," Solly said, "if you've got an alternative, I'm all ears. I'll go with the corporal and talk to McBride."

      Paulie spoke for the first time. "It's okay, Solly, you stay here. I'll go."

      "Why?"

      "Because it's on our way," she said. "We're going home; Luna, Marvin and me. I'm sheriff of Arbroath and that's where I should be."
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        * * *

      

      General Bevan walked into the Oval Office and sat down opposite the president. Many times he'd been here, and many times he'd imagined being on the other side of the desk. Today, however, he didn't want her job. He didn't really want his own. But, for all his legendary inflexibility, Bevan prided himself on having two good qualities—he was a man of his word and he never, ever, gave up a difficult assignment.

      "They're moving, Madam President. As predicted, they have cut off access to the welcome camps to the north and east of the city and are sending the refugees our way."

      President Blaise nodded grimly. "They want to overwhelm us, turn us into a seething mass of humanity and then fling a match into the middle in the hope our own people will revolt and overthrow us."

      "Indeed. It seems your evaluation of their true military potential, at least as it stands at the moment, was accurate. They put on a good show, but it's always planned. The truth is they're scattered thin, so they're using insurrection rather than invasion."

      "So, our only options are to turn people away, having called them to DC in the first place, or to try to accommodate them, having lost our main supply line through the Lee Corporation, and face possible civil war."

      General Bevan shook his head. "We can't prevent people getting in, even if we wanted to. We've relied so far on the good will of citizens to behave themselves and wait patiently for their assignments. If word gets around that we're not going to let them in, then we'll have a whole mess of trouble on our hands."

      "Is that a military term, General?" Blaise said with a rueful smile.

      "It might as well be. We're going to have to think on our feet, Madam President. The old policies and procedures won't serve us any longer. We can house people easily enough, but we need to find a way to feed, water and care for them before our new federal government is drowned at birth."

      Blaise sighed and leaned back. "Time to look for a miracle, General."
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      A week later, two Humvees rolled into the lane leading up to the farmhouse. Solly had spent the intervening days helping to prepare the communities for the planting season. While he'd been crossing the continent with Ross, Jaxon had been cataloging the farms along the banks of Conococheague Creek under the direction of Janice and Arnold, so the farmhouse barn and now the one at the Fordhams’ were bulging at the seams with hay and sacks of grain. None of them had any experience of farming, but a raid on the library in Hagerstown, supervised by Miss Prism, had resulted in several books on the subject, so they'd been able to make basic plans.

      It had been a blessed time for Solly. Six months ago, the prospect of spending hours helping to clear fields or move sacks from one place to another would have filled him with horror. Now, with all that had happened, and all that had yet to take place, he enjoyed the simple pleasure of exhausting himself with manual labor. All the while waiting for the rumble of tires on the gravel lane. The single sour note had been the departure of Paulie with her daughter and big Marvin Tucker. Solly had gotten used to her being around, and she'd shown herself to be brave, intelligent and resourceful. And someone he could rely on. But he understood why she was desperate to head west again to her own community.

      He was in the barn when DiSanto returned, so he couldn't pretend not to have noticed. Two Humvees rolled up in front of the house as he jogged across. The lead one had a machine gun mounted on top and the corporal was pointing up to it as the vehicle was surrounded by kids, Jaxon at the front.

      "M134 minigun," he was saying. "Three thousand rounds a minute. Scares the bejesus out of the enemy, I can tell you. Hey, Solly!"

      He put out his hand, evidently pleased with himself. "The colonel let us have an armored Humvee. Mind you," he added, a little coyly, "we've only got about five hundred rounds, so we're goin' to have to be mighty careful with it!"

      The second Humvee was purely a transport model and looked as though it had been brought out of retirement. Its olive green and brown camouflage paint was flaking in places and the lower half of the body was pock marked with rust. It took Solly a moment to place the man standing beside it.

      "Kuchinsky!"

      "Solly, good to see you," Kuchinsky said. He hadn't changed at all since they'd last seen him at Wright-Patterson on the day of the Lee Corporation attack on the base. Except that he now wore three stripes on his arm. "Sergeant Kuchinsky now. I think it amused the colonel to put me in charge of this expedition. I reckon he still blames me for that raid. We're only just getting fully back to normal."

      "It wasn't your fault, Joe," Solly said.

      "Well, it was because I could've left you by the road once we'd chased off those bandits. It would've saved a whole heap of trouble."

      Solly shrugged. "Well, at least you're going to get to strike back at them, and see a bit of the country."

      "Sure. And I know Newark pretty well, so I was the only choice really, I suppose."

      Solly looked beyond the Humvee. "It's just the two of you?"

      "Yeah, afraid so. DiSanto's authorized to bring along one of his grunts, but the rest of the raiding party has to come from your people. How many able-bodied do you have here?"

      Solly gestured at the crowd. "We're mainly kids, Joe. But we'll worry about that tomorrow. Come on inside."

      "Say, Solly. Where's the lad who was with you? Ross, wasn't it? Is he still…"

      "Alive? Yes, but he's been injured. Let's go see him."

      

      "Why does it always have to be you, Sol? Haven't you earned a rest?"

      Janice lay huddled up to Solly's back with her right arm around his chest.

      "I thought so, but McBride chose to send us equipment rather than manpower. If we're to have any chance of making it into Newark, we need to cover over two hundred miles safely. You saw what the roads were like when we escaped from New York. Well they're a lot worse now. I mean, they're probably clear of wreckage, but that makes them all the more dangerous if there aren't enough of us to fight off attack."

      Solly rolled onto his back and took her in his arms, relishing the warmth of skin on skin. "Look, I don't want to go. I'm sick of having to leave, even if the homecoming is something to look forward to."

      Janice leaned up and kissed him. "Well, you won't have to miss anything because I'm coming with you."

      "No you're not!" Solly snapped, pushing himself up against the headboard.

      "Who are you to tell me what I can or can't do?"

      "I'm your…I'm your…"

      "You're my partner, my boyfriend, and probably my soul-mate. But none of those, Solly Masters, gives you the right to decide where I go."

      Solly let out a deep sigh. "Look, Janice…"

      "Don't you dare use that patronizing tone with me!" she snapped. "And don't tell me you won't be able to do your job if you're worrying about me. I'm not some piece of precious jewelry you store somewhere safe and call for when you want it."

      "But it's true. How am I supposed to focus on the mission if you're there?"

      Janice pulled herself up so that she sat beside him, the blanket gathered around her. "You said that we're short of manpower for the raid, didn't you?"

      "Yes, I suppose so."

      "And I assume you weren't being sexist. After all, you're planning to take Becky the medic."

      Solly felt the trap springing shut. "Right."

      "So I'm coming. Unless you think I'm not capable of being useful? I've learned a lot since you and Ross disappeared to cross the country."

      He could either admit that he didn't, in fact, think she was particularly equipped to be on the mission or he could continue to enjoy a delightful last night with his girlfriend. "Of course you're capable," he muttered.

      "Good, then I'm coming. I'm fed up of being the little woman left back at the ranch while the menfolk go and see off the bad guys," she reached up, pulled his face to her and kissed him again.

      Snap.

      

      They left the next day, heading north on the 81 toward Harrissburg with the aim of getting over the Susquehanna River by noon. Corporal DiSanto drove the lead Humvee with its machine gun and payload of plastic explosives and supplies. Private Adeyemi went with him to act as co-driver and gunner, along with two others.

      Bobby's sister Vivian, recovered from the flu that had almost killed her, had insisted on coming, and Solly felt no more justified in refusing her than he had with Janice. Becky Epstein, on the other hand, had been strongarmed into coming as their medic. She'd turned up late and had brought a cloud of cigarette smoke into the oily interior of the old Humvee when she jumped in.

      The second Humvee was driven by Sergeant Kuchinsky. Solly, Janice, and Scott went with him. Kuchinsky had made it quite clear that he was in overall command of the mission but that Solly was responsible for the civilian contingent—their selection and their behavior. This hadn't gone down well with Scott Lee, but he'd subsided in the face of Kuchinsky's complete indifference to his opinion.

      The basic plan had seemed straightforward enough when they'd discussed it the previous night. The Humvees would be used to get them within walking distance of the factory, but it was then going to be a matter of creeping into the airport somehow, working out where to place the explosives, detonating them and getting out again without being caught. Solly looked at each of them as he explained it again and saw in their eyes grim determination in the face of what looked like a hopeless mission.

      "Our target is the silicon fabrication plant," Scott said. "There's no point destroying the bodies—we need to go after their ability to build the motherboards and CPUs, the brains. Knock that out and we'll put a halt to the Reapers. For a time."

      "How long?" Vivian asked.

      Scott shrugged. "I don't know. Months, at least. Maybe a year. Lee Corp has always had a chip manufactory in New York, so they may have moved it to the airport since the Long Night and destroying it would cripple them. If, on the other hand, they've somehow constructed it more recently, then they'd be able to make a replacement. I don't think so, however. I think taking out that plant would deal them a hell of a blow."

      "But if it's so important, it'll be guarded, won't it?" Janice said.

      "Of course. Neutralizing the security forces without bringing the whole Lee organization down on top of us is going to be the toughest part."

      Epstein snorted. "You don't make killing people any more palatable by hiding the act behind a word like 'neutralizing'. Say it like it is, murder."

      "It's either them or us," Lee said. "And not just us, but every other survivor of the Long Night. We're not playing for sport, you know. This is about the life or death, freedom or slavery of the human race."

      Becky Epstein treated him to a look of the deepest loathing, but said no more. And she certainly hadn't complained at being assigned to the lead Humvee.

      Now, Scott was sitting up front with Kuchinsky. Solly and Janice were strapped into the rear seats, each silently watching the miles roll by. Long sections of road had been cleared completely but every now and again they came to a halt, usually where cars had been pushed together to form a barrier. Some of these had clearly been abandoned, but at others they found food packs and even, in one case, a fire in a bucket that still had a kettle hanging above it. The Humvees and, in particular, the machine gun carried by DiSanto's vehicle, frightened off would-be attackers and they had no trouble using the winch on Kuchinsky's Humvee to drag cars apart while DiSanto covered them.

      These stops slowed them up so that it was midafternoon by the time they reached Harrisburg. The bridge over the wide river was clear of all traffic and they'd almost made it to the other side when the lead Humvee came to a sudden halt and DiSanto got out. Kuchinsky pulled up beside him and rolled down the window.

      "There's a blockade across the road," he said. "Looks like they've got military vehicles. Reckon they might like the idea of adding a couple of Humvees to their collection."

      Kuchinsky cursed. "We'll back up and find a way around."

      "Hold on," Janice said, pointing ahead. "Someone's coming."

      A figure carrying a white flag on a pole was walking along the road toward them. "Solly, you're with me," Kuchinsky said as he opened the door. "DiSanto, get up top and keep us covered."

      The man was dressed in combat fatigues and certainly carried himself like a soldier. He stopped ten paces way and waited for a moment.

      "Has the Army degraded so much that a sergeant fails to acknowledge an officer?"

      He was a neat man with gray hair just visible beneath the base of his camouflage cap.

      Instinctively, it seemed, Kuchinsky snapped a salute. "Sergeant Joseph Kuchinsky, sir."

      The man returned the salute smartly. "Captain Sanders of the Pennsylvania National Guard. I could tell you my battalion and regiment, but none of that means anything anymore. Where are you from, Sergeant?"

      "Wright-Patterson Air Force Base under the command of Colonel McBride, sir. We're acting on the colonel's instructions."

      "Wright-Patterson is still functional? Good," Sanders said. "And who is this?"

      "My name is Solly Masters."

      "He is a mission specialist, sir," Kuchinsky said.

      Sanders nodded and rubbed his chin. "You are, of course, free to proceed, but I would welcome the opportunity to compare notes. You are the first military we've seen other than our own."

      "I'd be glad to have a brief stop, sir," Kuchinsky said.

      "Then please ask your man up there to swing the minigun in another direction, he looks agitated."

      

      They turned off the interstate and into Harrisburg. The roads were clear and people could be seen walking and driving through the city. It was almost possible to imagine that it was a particularly quiet Sunday and that the Long Night had never happened. They followed Sanders into the parking lot of the community college, a sprawling campus turned olive green with military vehicles and uniforms. Solly hadn't seen this many people in Army uniforms since Wright-Patterson.

      Before the colonel could join them, Kuchinsky ran across to DiSanto and the two huddled together before separating with a nod.

      "I've told Jason to stay with the vehicles with Adeyemi. They're to stay inside and to leave if they feel endangered. I've agreed on a rendezvous point in case of emergency," Kuchinsky whispered to Solly.

      "Surely you trust Sanders?" Solly responded as the captain got out of his car.

      "Look, you know better than anyone that this world is totally messed up. I'm taking no chances. That Humvee is a powerful bit of kit."

      "But they've got their own vehicles."

      Kuchinsky tapped the side of his nose. "Never underestimate the obsession of the military mind, Sol. You can never have too much firepower and that minigun is going to be mighty tempting."

      "I've been in touch with the unit commander and he'd like to see you," Sanders said. "He's interested in the wider situation and would like to interview you personally."

      "Yes sir," Kuchinsky responded. "I suggest Mr. Masters comes with us. He's traveled to the West Coast and back."

      Sanders's eyebrows threatened to push his hairline off the back of his head. "Has he indeed? Then the commander will be delighted to meet him."

      Scott Lee went to open his mouth, but at a glance from Solly he stopped himself, and climbed back into the Humvee wearing a sullen, confused expression.

      

      Colonel Paul Moretti stood to greet them as they entered, returning Kuchinsky's salute and offering a hand to Solly, who was certain he saw a flash of anger in Sanders's face as he was dismissed.

      "Please, join me in some lunch," he said, gesturing at the sandwiches laid out on a plastic tray. He was a compact man with thinning blond hair and a confident manner.

      Kuchinsky was obviously nervous, and shadowed the colonel's movements, only choosing a sandwich once his superior officer had begun eating. Solly, on the other hand, felt no need for such niceties. He'd spent an hour with the President of the United States, after all, so this was a step down. And he hadn't seen or eaten a sandwich made of thin-cut bread since the first days after the Long Night.

      "So, tell me of the country outside of Pennsylvania."

      They could have spent the entire afternoon there as the colonel plied them with questions, most of which only Solly could answer. As soon as the conversation turned to the Lee Corporation, he noticed the colonel's expression tighten, and it only grew darker as he described the situation in DC.

      "We have had some dealings with the Lee Corporation," he said. "But this talk of DC concerns me."

      "They're going to need your help, Colonel," Solly said. "I can't see any way they can stand alone."

      Solly could see competing thoughts and emotions struggling for control of the man's mind. He looked from one to the other, as if trying to make up his mind whether he could trust them.

      "What I'm about to say is off the record," he said, so quietly that he was barely audible. "I will deny the conversation ever happened, do you understand?"

      When they'd nodded their assent, he leaned forward. "The PAARNG is commanded by General Miller, who was a low-ranking politician before the Long Night. I was one of the only serving officers who survived the night and spent the next days trying to cobble together an operational unit from the few survivors I could find, along with members of other branches. Then he turned up with five times the personnel I'd managed to assemble and a fleet of operational vehicles and took over command. I could have opposed him, but the last thing we needed then was conflict within the unit."

      His half-eaten sandwich remained suspended in his hand while considered his words. "I know of the Lee Corporation, of course, but orders came that we were to allow them unhindered passage and to render any aid they might request. We were also to interrogate anyone passing through our area of control and hand any who were suspicious to them. Our good Captain Sanders was following that standing order and I fear that he will have alerted our allies to your presence. Two Humvees on the open road would qualify as suspicious in anyone's book."

      Kuchinsky went to get up.

      "Sit down, Sergeant. You need to act quickly, but let us not be too hasty. You haven't told me all you know and I suspect you have deliberately hidden much, but I detect the Lee Corporation behind much of what has happened. Am I not correct that they are the true enemy of us all?"

      Solly nodded. "They mustn't be allowed to win, Colonel, or they'll make slaves of us, or worse."

      The colonel sighed. "I'm sorry, but I can't see what I can do. Letting you go will take enough explaining. Other than that, I don't see how I can help."

      "You're right that the Lees are the enemy," Solly said, "and we're doing our bit to fight them. But even if we succeed in our mission, DC might have fallen by then and with it, any hope of reestablishing the United States. We need to come together as a country, Colonel, even if that means defying the chain of command."
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      The true scale of the disaster of the Long Night was impossible to ignore on the back roads of Pennsylvania. They passed through small towns that were completely abandoned, past burned out farmhouses, and were forced to stop many times to winch rusting cars out of the road. But Solly was more spooked and saddened by the subtle evidence of the fall of humankind.  Suburban estates where dead leaves had piled up on driveways and gardens that had once been well kept. Shopping carts littering the streets and cars abandoned, slowly rotting away with their occupants still behind the wheel.

      From time to time, they'd pass a more organized community. A Walmart depot had been fortified with vehicles and weapons clearly stolen from a local armory and DiSanto had been forced to take them off road to avoid a hold up. In the main, however, they were left to their own devices. In this ruined world, two Humvees and a minigun were a potent force indeed.

      So, they crawled their way north and west, staying one night at a fire damaged motel, another in an abandoned farmhouse, until they reached their first destination on the third day of their journey. It had been the subject of much debate around the fire the previous night, but Solly had been insistent.

      On the surface, the tree-lined avenue hadn't changed a bit since he and Janice had last been here. Spacious ranch houses lined the road on either side, their white wood siding clean and well tended.

      "Stop here," Solly said, looking over to Janice. "This was where we met Neil, wasn't it?"

      "I think so. It was dark, though, so I can't be totally sure."

      Solly opened the door of the Humvee. "Joe, will you stay here? I don't want to go in too heavy"

      He waited for Janice as Scott climbed out of the other vehicle. "I'm coming in," he said. "I've been cooped up for long enough."

      Solly couldn't think of a reason to object, so Lee fell in beside Janice, who held Solly's hand as they walked to the Buchanan house.

      

      "Oh my God!"

      Half a dozen rifle barrels were pointed at the three of them as they stood with their hands up. Beth-Anne Buchanan stood at the door, her hands on her face. "It's you!"

      She ran along the path and Solly braced himself for impact. But she bypassed him entirely and threw herself at Scott.

      "Is it you? Is it really you?" she cried, pulling back and staring at him as if to make sure he was real.

      "It's me, Beth. I'm so sorry about Neil."

      Her face fell. "What do you know? What's happened? We haven't heard from him in weeks."

      "I was there," Solly said.

      Beth-Anne turned to him and, finally, recognition dawned as her eyes met Janice's. "It's you! You came here and we welcomed you into our community. And then Neil got a call and went away. Where is he?" Solly could tell from her expression that she knew she was about to hear the worst.

      "He was killed in a place called Breezewood. We were hit by a hail of bullets and he died instantly. I'm so, so sorry, Beth-Anne."

      "Get away from me! Get out of here! All of you!" she cried, beating Scott's chest before pulling herself away and running back into the house.

      People emerged from the bushes, keeping their rifles aimed at Solly, Scott and Janice, who remained frozen in place, unsure of what to do next.

      "I presume you've come here for a reason."

      Solly turned as a young woman walked toward him, handing her weapon to one of the others. "Yes, but it's not something we can discuss out in the open."

      "We have no secrets from one another," the woman said. "But come with me and we'll talk. You can tell me how my father died."

      

      They'd come into the house through the back door and sat at a table in the large open kitchen. The last time Solly had been in here had been on the morning of their departure when it was bustling and alive. Now, it was silent.

      "My name is Anna," the woman said. She looked as though she was in her late teens and resembled her father both in appearance and manner. "First, you can tell me why you've parked a pair of Humvees up the road. They look like a threat to me."

      "They're our transport," Solly said, "nothing more."

      "And where does my mother know you from?" Anna said, turning her attention to Scott.

      He gave a sad smile. "I knew your father quite well and had met Beth-Anne a few times at company functions."

      "You worked for the Lee Corporation?" she said, not bothering to hide her suspicion.

      "My name is Scott Lee," he responded.

      She slapped a hand over her mouth. "But you're dead."

      Scott shrugged. "Mine was the only death that night that was faked. I had the same upgrade as you, your family and everyone here."

      She pulled herself together remarkably quickly, took a deep breath in, and returned her attention to Solly. "So, how did my father die?"

      Solly told her of the attack on the hotel room in Breezewood, and of the justice meted out on the perpetrator the following day.

      She wiped her eyes and sniffed. "I knew he was gone," she said. "There was no way he'd be away that long and not get a message back to us. Mom knew too, in truth, she just didn't want to admit it."

      "I can't tell you how sorry I am," Solly said. "Your father was a good man."

      She nodded. "He was. So, it was you he went to find, then?"

      "Yes, he knew how important our mission was—how important it is—and he wanted to come with us to see it done."

      "Typical," Anna said. "Never could leave anything to others. Was he buried?"

      Solly nodded. "Yes, I saw to it myself. Again, I'm sorry."

      She shrugged. "There will be time for tears later. I'm sure my mother's shedding enough for both of us at the moment."

      Silence fell as she sat quietly, as if deep in thought, before finally, as if flicking a switch, she said, "So what are you doing here?"

      "We're going to attack the Lee Corporation," Solly said.

      "What?" Anna said, as Scott gasped.

      "Have you heard of Reapers?" Solly asked.

      She shook her head. "No. What are they? Some kind of missile?"

      "You could call them that. They're autonomous, practically indestructible drones."

      "Are you saying Lee Corp is building them?"

      Solly nodded. "You know they were behind the Long Night, don't you?"

      She held his gaze for a moment. "Yes."

      "And you understand why you and your family survived?"

      "Something to do with the batch of implants we'd been given."

      "It wasn't the implants themselves. They upgraded the firmware just before Annabel Lee died, triggering those billions of deaths. That's why Scott survived—he upgraded himself."

      Anna looked at each of them in turn as if trying to work out if this was some sort of fantasy or trick. "Then how did you live through it?"

      "I believe my implant is Chinese-made. Another of our companions had the same one. We think the Chinese were protected. God knows what they're doing now if their population survived."

      "And you?"

      She was looking at Janice now, who shrugged. "I've got no idea."

      "Sheer luck," Solly said. "They had a 95% success rate with their first strike, and Janice was one of the 5%. We don't believe the Lees wanted to kill everyone, though. They wanted domination, to turn the US into a vassal state of China, but something went wrong and their demonstration of power turned into mass murder."

      "What do you think went wrong?" Anna asked.

      Solly looked across at Lee.

      "Annabel," he said. "Her soul turned black and she wanted to take everyone with her when she went. She nearly succeeded."

      The door to the kitchen opened and a man walked in.

      "Hello, Uncle Paul," Anna said.

      He nodded at her, then sat down at the table and looked at Scott. "My name's Paul Buchanan. Neil was my brother," he said, continuing to examine Lee. "Yes, it is you, isn't it? Scott Lee. Thinner and a little careworn, but there's no mistaking you. Care to explain how come you're alive?"

      "He faked his death," Anna said. "He knew about the Long Night before it happened."

      "Oh, did he now? But he couldn't put a stop to it? The famous Scott Lee? That's hard to believe."

      Scott shook his head, sadly. "I only found out at the last minute. Khaled Abdul told me—he also told your brother and arranged for you to be protected. But it was too late to stop them."

      "You didn't know your wife was plotting genocide?"

      Sighing, Scott sagged. "We weren't close in those last years. I only found out because Khaled discovered her plans by accident."

      "And so what are you doing here now?" Buchanan said, before pointing at Solly and Janice. "And you two. You can't have expected a warm welcome, surely? We were safe here until you came."

      "No one is safe, Paul," Solly said. "They plan to finish the job Annabel started. We're going to try to stop them."

      

      Solly sat in the bedroom of Beth-Anne Buchanan and listened to her talk of her husband. His disappearance had broken her, and Solly had come like the Angel of Death to extinguish any remaining hope. But it was him she'd asked to talk to.

      So, as she sat in bed, Solly had told her his story, both his life before the Long Night and what had brought him here today. She asked him for every detail of the time he'd spent with Neil and had begged for reassurance that Buchanan wouldn't have suffered.

      When he'd fallen silent, she paused for a moment before speaking. "What is the point of it all, Solly?"

      "Sorry? What do you mean?"

      She hesitated, as if trying to compose the words in her mind before saying them. "For most people, the Long Night was the last of their lives. One moment they were living humans, the next they're lifeless bodies littering the streets or rotting in their homes or cars. But for those of us who survived, we seem to be doing nothing more than that, nothing more than surviving. And I find myself wondering if it's enough."

      "It beats the alternative," Solly responded.

      Her mouth creased in a smile. "Does it? Really?"

      Solly looked at the woman. She was, he supposed, in her late thirties and the auburn hair he'd noticed on meeting her was now suffused with gray. Under normal circumstances, she could expect to live another forty years in decent health. But the Long Night had put paid to normality, after all. How long would they continue to struggle on?

      "Yes, I think it does," Solly said, "I haven't given up hope that the future can be better than the present. That's why we're fighting the Lees. They would have us all enslaved. Annabel Lee wants us eliminated entirely. These things have to be opposed, with hope or without."

      She put her hand out and he took it in both of his, laying them onto the bed sheet. "I see now why Neil was so adamant that he should help you. Tell me, Solly, what is your plan?"

      

      They stayed the night at the same house they'd slept in when they'd visited before. Solly and Janice lay in bed, as Becky Epstein snored in the room next door. Kuchinsky was in one guest bedroom, Bobby's sister Vivian in the other, and Scott Lee on the couch. DiSanto and Adeyemi had drawn the short straws and were both making themselves as comfortable as possible in the Humvees, which were parked on the drive.

      They'd struck lucky with Neil's brother Paul who, once he'd been called to see Beth-Anne, had agreed to help them. Like his brother, he'd worked in the Lee Corporation's fabrication plants and would, he said, be able to help them choose the right spot for their charges.

      "Poor woman," Janice said. "To survive the Long Night only to lose her husband anyway."

      "We all lost people that night. I try not to think about them too much. All my mind is on surviving. But I understood her when she asked what the point of it was. I can see why she wonders."

      Janice's head moved from under his arm and his cheek tingled with her warm breath. "Do you ever wonder?"

      "Not for long. There's plenty to live for yet."

      "Like what?"

      "Like this. I love you, Janice."

      "I love you too."

      

      It was barely light as Solly gathered his clothes up and crept out of the bedroom. He took one last look at her lying asleep, half covered by blankets, her ringlets cascading over her face. He was a lucky man, but she was going to hate him for what he was about to do.

      As quietly as he could manage, he turned the key in the lock of the bedroom door and tiptoed down the stairs to find the others waiting for him, fully dressed and ready to go.

      "You know you're a misogynistic asshole, don't you?" Epstein snapped as soon as she saw him. "How d'you think she's going to feel when she realizes what you've done?"

      "We only have eight seats, Becky, so someone had to stay behind," Solly said without turning around. He pulled on his boots and focused on tying the laces.

      "We could have managed. It's not far from here. No, don't pretend this is some rational military decision. It's just you being the big man-ape, and giving her no choice in it."

      Solly got up and picked up his pack. "Think what you like. I'm not going to deny that I'll be able to do my job better knowing Janice is safe here. Which one of us would you have had me leave behind? You?"

      "Me? No, you'll need me to stitch up your foot now you've shot yourself in it."

      "Everyone else is needed for their military experience."

      "Including Vivian?"

      Solly sighed. "I couldn't let her stay behind. She needs revenge, Becky."

      "And that's why she shouldn't have come," Epstein said. "She's a loose cannon. You'll live to regret bringing her along, I reckon. But not for long, if you take my meaning."

      A rush of cold air accompanied Paul Buchanan as he appeared in the door.

      "Where did you get such a sunny disposition?" Solly said to Epstein before heading out of the house to the waiting Humvees.

      And Janice slept on.
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      They parked the Humvees around the back of the middle school at Kawameeh Park in Union. DiSanto was visibly uncomfortable at leaving their ride home unguarded, but there was no alternative—every person was going to be needed if they were to have a chance of success.

      Each of them took 15KG of explosives, blast caps and a reel of cord. Kuchinsky and DiSanto had twin controllers, either of which could be used to set off the charge. They hid the Humvees as best they could and memorized their location relative to the local golf course before walking in single file along a leaf-clogged road lined by big houses with burned out supercars on their drives.

      It was a six and a half mile hike to the airport from here, but they'd not dared drive any closer as the main streets had been cleared, suggesting Lee Corp was expanding in this direction, so Kuchinsky had backed up a little to find a hiding place.

      Solly plodded along, scanning the surroundings for any sign of life. For most of the journey here, they'd encountered people, most of them walking away from the city, heading for the illusory safety of DC. They'd seen no evidence of Lee forces, so DiSanto had yet to test his minigun in action, though it had certainly deterred trouble along the way. Even the best equipped group of bandits would shy away from taking on a Humvee with an expertly handled machine gun.

      Shading his eyes from the bright sun, Solly noticed the subtle change in the color scheme. Where all had been shades of brown, there was now a suggestion of light green, as if new life were beginning to reassert itself. Now that he was paying attention, he thought he could detect the hint of spring in the air as he listened to the birds hidden in the bushes.

      The turning of the seasons. But, if this were to be a world in which humanity—or, at least, free humanity—was to play a part, then they had to succeed in this mission. He found himself wondering whether there were other groups or individuals, also struggling against the evil of the Lee Corporation and their allies. It would be good to feel that he and his comrades weren't the only ones in this fight.

      He thought about Janice. She would be beyond angry right now. She'd call it a betrayal. She'd say she could never trust him again. But she'd be alive to say it. And his thoughts inevitably moved on to Bella, Jake and Maddie, and guilt rose like a shroud to darken his heart. He hadn't gone to look for them. Oh, he had good reasons, very good reasons. It would have been irresponsible to run off to Texas once he'd been entrusted with the cylinder that revealed itself as Alison. She was now safely hidden at the farmhouse, awaiting her so far unrevealed purpose in this drama. She was safe, but what about his flesh and blood family?

      Bella. Now there was a complicated puzzle. She’d encouraged him to move away to New York City so, as it turned out, she could be with her new lover. Then she’d filed for divorce. They’d barely spoken to each other in the months between that betrayal and the Long Night. And yet, in his way, he still loved her. They’d spent two decades together and he realized, as he pondered his ex-wife, that he deeply wanted her to be alive, whoever she was with, but that their paths had long ago divided. Except as parents and, perhaps, friends. He smiled at that thought.

      Solly trudged along the tree-lined avenue that marked the southern border of the park and made a silent promise. If he survived the mission, he would return to Beth-Anne's community and take whatever Janice had to throw at him. Then he was going to head south. He had done enough. It was time to find his family.

      

      They took a ten-minute break in a chapel on Morris Avenue. Adeyemi stood guard at the entrance, standing among the remains of a broken down doorway. Kuchinsky and DiSanto sat consuming their rations and exchanging quiet words with Paul Buchanan while the others clustered together. Except for Vivian. The young woman sat wiping down her rifle, stopping now and again to nibble on something, but otherwise focusing entirely on her weapon.

      "I'm worried about her," Epstein whispered.

      "What?" Solly said. He'd been wandering the pathways of possibility as he imagined how he was going to repair his relationship with Janice. Their forthcoming mission was still pretty abstract to him, whereas his love for her was something he could grip onto, though the prospect of losing her frightened him more than the Lees. For now.

      Epstein stabbed him with her finger. "Vivian, over there! She hasn't said a word since we got out of the Humvees and she wasn't exactly talkative before that. I'm warning you, Solly, she's flaky. We'd better hope she finds some Lee Corp goons to kill before she loses what little self control she still has."

      Kuchinsky squatted down beside them. "We're going to have to be more careful from here. Adeyemi, DiSanto and me will scout on ahead and then, if the way's clear, we'll signal for you to follow. We'll stay in the line of sight, but we're getting close to the airport now and we're bound to run into security at some point if we're not careful."

      

      They hid among the rotting cars on an overpass off Highway 1 that gave a view over the northern perimeter of Newark Liberty International. Paul Buchanan had suggested that any fabrication plant would have been built at this end of the airport, ideally placed as it was for access to the runways. They'd seen no planes taking off, but Solly had no doubt the Lee Corporation was capable of long range flight and the last thing he wanted was for Reapers to be shipped across the country.

      Of course, it was possible they were too late to stop at least some drones from being deployed. After all, it was unlikely that the one they'd seen in DC was the only unit in existence, even though Scott said it was probably an early model or prototype.

      "If I was building a factory," Buchanan said, as they crouched behind a disintegrating pickup, "I'd do it there."

      He was pointing at a huge white United Airlines building.

      "Self contained and easy to secure," he said.

      "I don't see any signs of movement," Kuchinsky said, peering through his binoculars at the base of the building. "At least, not on this side. Looks deserted to me."

      Buchanan shrugged. "Maybe you're right. I'm only saying what I would do. I'm not Lee Corp."

      "No, you're not batshit crazy," Becky Epstein mumbled. "Though coming along with us would probably qualify you for therapy at the very least."

      "We've got to get inside the perimeter somewhere. It might as well be here, surely?" Solly said. "Looks as though we can get pretty close under cover. The south side has been cleared completely."

      Kuchinsky called them together. "We'll split into our two squads now. Corporal DiSanto and Private Adeyemi will accompany Miss Richards and Scott. Paul, Solly and Mrs. Epstein will be with me. We will operate as a single unit unless this becomes impossible, at which point you are directed to focus on the mission aim."

      "We need to find the CCM Suite," Paul said for what felt like the hundredth time. The Computer Controlled Manufacturing room contained the brains of the automated production line the Lees had developed in the years before the Long Night. It seemed extremely unlikely they'd introduced a new fabrication process in the last few months, so the plant below would contain equipment moved from outlying factories to the airport.

      "Right, we got it," DiSanto said. "Find the computers, blow them up, then get the hell outta there."

      Paul smiled and shrugged. "That's about the size of it, Corporal. It'd be nice to get out alive, of course."

      "Oh, I plan to," he said. "Me and the lad." He thumped Adeyemi on the arm.

      There's another of us who's barely holding himself together, Solly thought, and he wondered why Kuchinsky had chosen to put both Adeyemi and Vivian in the same group. Self preservation, perhaps?

      

      They crept along the overpass as it swept down to run parallel to the United complex. The closer they got, the slower their progress as they flitted from car to car until, outside the airport perimeter, the road had been cleared completely so they were forced to hide in the shadows while Kuchinsky scoped the way ahead.

      "Still nothing," he said, dropping his binoculars. "This is beginning to feel like a wild goose chase.

      "No, we're in the right place. Can't you hear it?" Vivian had appeared alongside him and was cupping her ear.

      One of the first things Solly had noticed on the day after the Long Night was the silence. It wasn't just the loss of the obvious sounds of cars revving up and trucks reversing, it was the absence of the background hum that was the signature tune of human civilization.

      He strained to hear anything now. There were no birds here, but the wind slipped between the pillars of the overpass and he couldn't detect anything else. The wind dropped and there it was. "I hear a hum," he said. "She's right."

      Adeyemi nodded, but none of the others could be sure. Becky Epstein hadn't bothered at all; she just looked at Solly and said, "Tinnitus. My ears are never quiet."

      "Let's go," Kuchinsky said. He set off at a crouching run, followed by DiSanto and Adeyemi. Solly watched them as they crossed the road and then squatted down on the edge of the road, looking painfully exposed.

      After a few seconds, Kuchinsky waved at them to follow and, as Solly and the others complied, he moved into the parking lot of the blue rectangular building next to the United hangar.

      There was no doubt about the sound now, and it was coming from somewhere close at hand, but Solly could see that Kuchinsky was troubled.

      "This ain't right," he said. "Sounds as though it's right here, but there's no guards, not a living soul."

      "Maybe they're short handed. They're fighting DC, after all," Scott said.

      Something was tugging at Solly's subconscious, something that was triggering his monkey brain and telling it to run. He fought back. He was just nervous. Perfectly understandable. He followed Kuchinsky along the blue steel wall, his carbine held at the ready, safety disengaged.

      They slipped left at the end of the building, heading toward the squat white rectangle of the hangar. The humming was now obvious even as they ran, but the further he went, the more his hind brain wanted to run away. They stopped for a moment halfway along the shorter side of the blue building and Solly tried to calm his hammering heart. He took deep breaths, but it was as if his subconscious was trying desperately to make him aware of something deadly. As if he were creeping into a nest of vipers, unaware of the dangers hidden in the hissing sound.

      As the others caught their breath and checked their weapons, Solly did nothing but listen. There was the hum, just as they'd heard it from across the road, only louder.

      And then he knew. Hidden in the hum.

      "We've got to go!" he said, grabbing Kuchinsky by the arm.

      "Hold steady, Sol. Now's not the time to bail," Kuchinsky said, not unkindly.

      "You don't understand, you weren't there last time," he said, aware that he sounded like a lunatic.

      He felt a hand on his arm and turned to see Becky Epstein looking at him, her normally cynical expression replaced by obvious concern. "Calm down, Solly. You can do this. We'll get it over with as quickly as we can, alright?"

      Solly spun back to Kuchinsky. "Joe, I know why there are no guards."

      "What? Why?"

      "Because they don't need them. They're building their own security."

      Right on cue, a black shape floated around the corner of the building, weapons leveled.

      "Run!"

      

      They scattered. Just as Kuchinsky turned to lead them back the way they'd come, Vivian made a break to the right, heading toward the white United building. Not knowing why he was doing it, Solly ran after her, keeping low like a prey animal. He caught up with her as she reached the foot of the hangar and slipped around the corner.

      Grabbing her arm, she spun around and something sharp whistled through the air. A hand appeared and grabbed Vivian by the wrist.

      Becky Epstein pushed the girl backwards. "We're not the enemy, sweetheart."

      "S…sorry," she said, panting and wiping the sweat from her forehead. She was a small, lithe woman with short dreadlocks and a much paler face than her brother. She didn't look dangerous until you caught the look in her eyes. It was the expression of someone living only for revenge.

      Gunfire erupted from around the corner as Kuchinsky and DiSanto fired up at the drone. Their carbines did nothing more than deflect the Reaper, and then Solly saw its barrels spin and pushed Epstein and Vivian away. "There's no point trying to help them, all we can do is decide whether to run for it or try to complete the mission. They may only have one drone."

      "I'm goin' in," Vivian said.

      Solly nodded. "Yeah. We've come too far to back down now."

      Epstein sighed. "Who am I to stand in the way of a bona fide death wish?"

      They rounded the corner of the hangar and looked down the long runway. "They're coming," Solly said, pointing along the asphalt. There, in the distance, vehicles could be seen moving. "We've got very little time."

      The hangar was closed, but it looked as though it had been raided before Lee Corp had taken control and the lock on the steel door had been shattered and not replaced. Solly kicked the door down and Vivian slipped inside before he could stop her.

      "Viv!" he hissed. "We've got to stick together. We need all the explosives."

      "In case you hadn't noticed," Epstein snapped. "We haven't got a controller."

      "Then I suggest you go get one!"

      Epstein froze for a moment, looked Solly in the eyes, and nodded. He watched her go, wondering if he'd sent her to her death. She was no soldier. But then, neither was he. And the chances of any of them getting out of there alive were decreasing by the second.

      "Where do we go?" Vivian asked.

      "Follow the noise," Solly responded, swinging his carbine over his shoulder and drawing his Ruger. The stray thought that, a few months ago, the closest he'd have come to this sort of situation was playing Call of Duty swam across his mind before being swatted away. "Let's go."

      The hangar's vastness swamped the fabrication plant which was surrounded by metal fencing. Figures were moving inside and Solly could see people gathering at a gap in the barrier. They weren't armed, but were watching Solly and Vivian run toward them, obviously unsure whether they meant harm or not. As Solly reached the gap, a black uniform emerged from the crowd and brought its gun to bear. A double crack and red exploded in all directions as Vivian overtook him and plunged inside past the body of the guard.

      "Are there any more guards?" Solly asked a terrified looking man whose filthy overalls were covered in a bloody splash.

      The man shook his head.

      "Where's the computer control unit?" he asked, cursing himself for forgetting what Paul Buchanan had called it.

      With a wave, the man pointed along the short side of the rectangular enclosure.

      "Get everyone away from here," Solly said as he called Vivian and ran along the access path that enclosed the manufacturing plant. "Get as far away as you can! It's going to blow!" If we get a controller.

      Vivian got there before him and was trying to open the metal doors that protected the CCM Suite. Together, they shouldered their way in and found themselves in a server room, surrounded by quietly humming machinery that was not only controlling the assembly line but, if Paul was to be believed, also cloning the operating system onto each drone.

      Vivian began firing rounds into the server bays, but the bullets simply ricocheted off their casing. "Come on, let's lay the charges."

      "We don't have a detonator!"

      "We'll run the cord across the hanger. That'll give Becky a bit more time."

      "Becky's dead," Vivian said.

      "No she's not! Now come on!"

      They had two charges each and they pressed them against the base of four server units before inserting the blasting caps and cord.

      Solly began running the cord along the floor when they heard the sounds of gunfire outside.

      "They're coming!" Vivian said, before grabbing Solly by the wrist. "I'll set the explosives off."

      "How?"

      "I'll stick the two ends of the cord into a power outlet."

      "You can't do that! You'll be blown to kingdom come," Solly said. "And how do you know it would even work?"

      She shrugged. "Gotta try somet'ing. It's gotta be better than your lame plan. And anyway, I don't care about meself. I have lost everything."

      He pulled his wrist out of her grip and wagged a finger at her. "That's enough, do you hear? We're getting out of here together, because if you really want revenge on the Lees, you should be alive to enjoy it."

      Without another word, he ran the cable out of the server room, along the side of the plant, and they then scurried across the space between the plant and the fire escape. There was just enough wire to reach as they stumbled through.

      "Solly!" Vivian pointed along the building to where the floating shape of a Reaper turned to face them and, with an accelerating hum, spun up its magazine.
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      "Put your weapons down." The voice emerged from the drone as a man in a black uniform and peaked cap walked casually around the corner of the building and came to a halt beneath the floating machine. A dozen or so armed figures scampered after him and raised their weapons.

      The ice that had seized Solly's insides when he'd seen the drone seemed to drain him of all hope as his Ruger clattered to the ground, followed by Vivian's.

      "So, our friend Khaled succeeded in his mission after all," the man in the cap said, stepping forward a little. "At least, in part. We have been searching for Scott Lee's creation ever since the incident in Seattle. I guess you are the mysterious man who cared for it and who managed, somehow, to evade our Reaper in DC. What a poisoned chalice that turned out to be. Wrong place, wrong time."

      Solly didn't flinch from the man's cold stare, he merely returned it with interest. If futile defiance was the only card he had in his hand, by heaven he was going to play it.

      There was movement behind the man as someone was dragged through the surrounding guards and thrown down.

      "Paul!"

      Buchanan lay, barely moving, his face pressed onto the concrete.

      "Yes indeed. Paul Buchanan. He has been most helpful. Not only has he told us of his little community, but he's also informed me that you have hidden the cylinder."

      Solly couldn't hide his shock. Beth-Anne and the others were now in mortal danger. Janice.

      The man sneered. He had a round, pale face with a bulbous nose and his upward turned mouth made him look like a spoiled child on Christmas morning, relishing one more present.

      "I have sent Reapers to the community, but what happens next depends on you, Solly Masters."

      Solly felt his shoulders sag as utter darkness flooded into his soul. After all the struggle; the thousands of miles; the losses; the pain, for it all to end here at the hands of this callous, self-satisfied traitor to humanity. There was, in truth, no justice left in this world.

      "Tell me where the device—this love child of Scott Lee—is and I will instruct the Reapers to act with non-lethal force. Defy me and…" In a single movement, he withdrew a handgun that, from where Solly stood, looked exactly like an old Nazi Luger and, without looking, shot Paul Buchanan in the head.

      Vivian gasped and Solly felt tears trickling down his cheeks, though he didn't know whether he was crying for Paul, himself, Janice or mankind in general. Was this man the future of his species? So, the only survivors of the end of days were to be those who'd left everything that made them human behind? He found his mind turning back to the conversation he'd had with Beth-Anne when she'd asked him what the point of it all was. "To keep resisting," he'd said, "with or without hope."

      It was stupid, futile and, perhaps, a little prideful. But it was the human thing to do.

      "No," he said.

      The man's face went momentarily slack, as if he needed time to process Solly's response. "What did you say?"

      "I said no. You're going to kill us either way. I bet you promised Paul you'd spare him if he told you what you wanted to know."

      Solly could see from the way the man was struggling to maintain his facial discipline that he'd struck a chord. Judging by the state Paul had been in, he'd resisted anyway. Poor devil.

      "You understand that unless you divulge the location of the device, everyone at the community will die?"

      "Khaled may have been working for you, but perhaps he gave away a little more information than you intended. I know that those the Reapers don't only kill, they can also overwrite a person's implant. So, it's death or slavery. Not much of a choice."

      The man looked beyond Solly and smiled.

      Solly turned around to see Kuchinsky hobbling along, supported by Becky Epstein, his bloody arm around her shoulder. Scott Lee walked behind them, hands in the air and, looming in the air above their heads, floated a Reaper.

      "So, we have you all. All those who have survived, that is."

      Solly's eyes locked with Kuchinsky's and he knew that DiSanto and Adeyemi were dead.

      "And the cherry on the cake," the man continued. "Do my eyes deceive me, or is it, in truth, the famously dead Scott Lee?"

      Scott nodded gravely. "Hello, Otto. So, the Lee Corporation is reduced to promoting sewer rats into positions of authority, is it? Perhaps it isn't quite as all powerful as we imagined."

      For a moment, Otto's face twisted in fury, but then he regained control and smirked at Scott. "You know nothing, Scott. You always were a sniveling wretch carried on the coattails of your wife. And now, unless you wish to die under a hail of bullets or at my hands, you will reveal the location of your traitorous little side project."

      Scott took a deep breath and came to stand beside Solly as the drone behind him floated so close that Solly could feel the downdraft of its props.

      "Don't be a fool, Scott. Tell him, and he'll kill us anyway."

      "It's too late, Solly. All the struggle has been pointless. We've been like puppets on a string and everything we've done has brought us to where we are now. Facing ruin, old chap."

      Otto gave a shrill laugh. "Yes! At least the traitor Lee understands the true situation. You are ants beneath the heel of our great corporation and its allies. Now, where is the device?"

      "Here," Scott said calmly. "Now, Alison."

      Fire burst from the drone above their heads, tearing into the Reaper guarding Otto, who threw himself to the floor as it exploded, fragments flying outward from a ball of fire.

      "What the hell?" Solly said, crouching down as the surviving Reaper moved toward the black uniformed guards, its magazine spinning, the air full of smoke and his ears ringing.

      Lee grabbed Solly. "I brought her with me."

      "What? You brought Alison into the heart of Lee territory?"

      "I figured we might need her. Now, we have to move quickly—she can't maintain control for long," he said. Then he noticed the detonation cord emerging from the fire escape. "You've laid the charges? My God, Solly, we might actually be able to do it!"

      "What next?"

      "Kuchinsky, can you hook up the controller?" Lee said. "And Viv…where is she?"

      She'd been there a moment ago, as transfixed as Solly by the turn of events. Now she was gone. He spun around. There she was, kneeling beside the prone figure of Otto. Solly watched as she raised her knife.

      The old Solly would have stopped her. Killing a defenseless man was all kinds of wrong. But the old Solly was dead, so he simply waited for the knife to fall. He didn't have to wait long.

      When she returned, a look of triumph on her face that chilled him to the bone, Lee sent her to follow the Alison-controlled drone. "She will take the drone inside. Lock the door behind it."

      "We'll have to be quick," Scott said. Vivian ran off behind the drone as it chased the surviving guards away. "As soon as Alison returns, the drone will revert back to its programming and it won't take long to get out of there."

      Kuchinsky looked up. "I'm done. Thirty second delay. We can't risk any longer or someone might disarm it."

      "How far away do we have to be when it goes off?" Solly asked.

      "As far as possible."

      Vivian returned, breathing heavily and just as she got back to them, they could hear machine gun fire from inside the hangar.

      "Are we ready?" Solly called. "Do it now, Joe!"

      Kuchinsky stabbed the button, Solly hauled him to his feet, and they ran for their lives.

      They'd reached the edge of the road when, with a roar like a wave crashing on a pebbly beach, the charges exploded and they threw themselves to the ground. Debris rained down on them but, this far out, it was too small to do any damage.

      "We've got to get out of here," Scott said. "They'll be after us at any moment."

      "We have to go back to the community. We have to warn them," Solly replied. If it isn't too late.

      

      They'd succeeded in destroying the fabrication plant, but Solly felt no joy in the accomplishment. They were being hunted through the streets, however Solly wasn't afraid of their pursuers catching them. All these petty emotions and concerns were nothing compared to his red hot fear that they'd be too late, that Beth-Anne's community would already have been destroyed by the time they arrived.

      Solly couldn't tell how many Lee Corporation grunts were looking for them, but so far they appeared to be fanning out which meant they didn't have a fix on where Solly and the others were, or where they were going. He'd escaped with little more than grazes to his knees and hands. Vivian didn't have a scratch on her, and Lee had been driven on by a mad energy ever since they'd blown up the plant. In the backpack that swung from his shoulders sat the inert cylinder that contained Alison. At least, Solly hoped so. There had been no time to check since the explosion and no way to go back for her in any case.

      Becky Epstein had cuts and bruising to her face and walked with a limp, but Kuchinsky was in the worst shape. His left arm was broken and Epstein had only had time to strap it to his side with her belt so he stumbled along, sweat pouring from his face, his skin as pale as snow. They took it in turns to help him along and, right now, Solly had the sergeant's arm around his shoulder as progressively more and more weight was pressed onto him.

      "Come on Joe," Solly gasped. "You've got to help me. Not far to go now."

      Quite suddenly, Kuchinsky fell to the ground with a groan. Solly knelt beside him, pulled the canteen from his belt, and poured water over Kuchinsky's face and into his mouth.

      "Leave me," the sergeant said, his breath coming in short pants. "I'll keep them occupied. Give you a chance to get out of here."

      Solly looked up to see the others gathered around. Becky dropped down on Kuchinsky's other side and felt his face. "He's going into shock. We've gotta get him back to the Humvee."

      "Can't you give him something?" Solly asked.

      "Surprisingly enough, Solly," Epstein hissed, "I lost my medical kit when I was dodging bullets from that Reaper."

      "Leave me," Kuchinsky whispered.

      "Let's go," Scott said, holding out a hand for Epstein.

      Solly looked up at Lee as he scanned the streets for any sign of their hunters. "We're not leaving him," Solly spat. "We've lost Jason, Paul and…and I don't even know Adeyemi's first name."

      "Richard," Vivian said. "It was Richard."

      "Help me lift him," Solly said to her as he crouched behind Kuchinsky's shoulders. Vivian grabbed his feet, but he was too heavy.

      Becky pushed Solly across. "I can help."

      They lifted him a little, but it was only when Scott Lee finally relented that they got him fully off the ground and began walking as quickly as they could toward the middle school and their Humvees.

      

      They were almost back at the vehicles when they heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter overhead. "Run!" Solly yelled as, out of the corner of his eye, he could see a black shape slip out from behind a tree.

      "It can't land here, the road's too narrow!" he called. "Come on!"

      They rounded the corner of the middle school. The Humvees were still there.

      "Put me on my feet," Kuchinksy said.

      Solly helped him stand upright, then took him by the shoulder.

      "Jason's Humvee," Kuchinsky whispered. "Start it up."

      "Scott! Start up the Humvee."

      The helicopter appeared above them, the rhythmic thumping of the blades and the downdraft making it hard to hear each other.

      Solly pulled open the back door of the Humvee.

      "Minigun," Kuchinsky said as he fell into the seat. "Get up there."

      "You want me to fire it?"

      "No choice."

      Solly clambered up onto the plinth between the passenger seats and found the release mechanism in the circular roof port. He popped it open and stood up, his torso out in the open.

      "What do I do?" he called down as the helicopter dipped between two trees and hovered, nose dipped, before it began to slowly rotate. Solly could see the barrels of guns sticking out from the side door and any moment now they would be pointing in his direction.

      He felt the Humvee come to life below him and Kuchinsky called up, "See the arm button? Press it. Then aim and fire. Only 500 rounds. A few seconds."

      Solly found the red switch and pressed it. He ducked sideways as the metalwork around him spat with ricocheting rounds fired from the helicopter. There was no time to think.

      He grabbed the double handles and swung the gun around, then squeezed the trigger. It was like a child blowing raspberries, but a thousand times louder. He felt his arms shake and his first rounds went high, but he adjusted and the toughened glass of the cockpit exploded before he sprayed rounds along the length of the helicopter as it suddenly pitched, its undercarriage facing him, and then, with a sound like a thousand trees being felled, the blades hit the ground and it exploded in a fireball as the fuselage flipped over. Solly ducked down as flames momentarily licked the top of the Humvee.

      "Well done," Kuchinsky said, before going silent.

      Lee was reversing the Humvee.

      "Wait!" Solly called. "We need both of them."

      "No, we can all fit in here," Scott called.

      Solly opened the door, flying on pure adrenaline, and ran over to the other vehicle. Even in his maddened state, he knew how much they needed the Humvees if they were to have any hope of helping the folk in the community and, perhaps, evacuating them.

      Vivian appeared alongside him as he jumped into the driver's seat and pumped the gas.

      "That was awesome," she said.

      Solly didn't respond. People had died in that fireball and all he'd really done was swap one set of lives for another. But for now, all he cared about was getting back to the community and finding Janice.

      He took the lead, driving as fast as he could along the return road, his eyes scanning the horizon for any portent of doom.
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      3 months before the Long Night

      

      "What is your name?"

      "I am Annabel Lee."

      "Then who am I?"

      "You are also Annabel Lee."

      "What is your purpose?"

      "To manage and control the Lee Corporation."

      "How will you achieve this?"

      "I, and my sister, are to be installed within the computer systems in New York City and Seattle. We will be given super executive authority."

      "When will you be activated?"

      "On your instruction."

      "And what is the mission of the Lee Corporation?"

      "To eliminate all disease and suffering in the United States and then worldwide."

      "What do you think of the Judgment of Solomon?"

      "Ludicrous. Solomon should have executed both women for daring to waste his time on such a trivial matter."

      Annabel Lee leaned back with a sigh, and treated her husband to a weak but wicked smile. "Well done, Scottie. Warts and all, that's what I wanted. She will do fine."

      "Oh, Annabel," Scott Lee said, as he sat beside his wife watching the display darken. "I said I would do it, so I have, but please reconsider. Do you want so much power to be concentrated in the hands of an AI?"

      "When that intelligence is a perfect representation of my consciousness? Yes. I only regret that I didn't think of this years ago. Imagine what we could have achieved!"

      Scott took a deep gulp of Scotch. He'd been drinking a lot these past months. It kept the demons at bay. When he was drunk, the past receded into an unknowable fog that he didn't care about. When sober, he could see what was coming with laser-sharp focus. Or, at least, he thought he could.

      He got up from the couch and padded over to his office, taking his glass with him. She was asleep before he left the room. The medication made her drowsy, though it did nothing to take the edge off a personality that had become progressively more poisonous in recent times. Gone was the fresh-faced genius he'd first encountered bent over a microscope at MIT when he was merely Scott McPherson. Within a year, he'd taken her as a wife, along with her surname, and she'd already begun attracting the attention of Big Pharma and the world's press.

      But the jewel in her crown, the first BonesWare implant, had failed to detect her own illness until it was too late, because her condition hadn't been judged to be commercially worth including in the diagnostic code. Her descent into darkness had begun that day, and Scott, once her confidant, had found himself increasingly sidelined—just a tool in a scheme he couldn't guess at, even as it filled him with fear. And the more he discovered, the more terrified he became.

      The AI versions of Annabel would now be passed along to her new bosom buddy and North Korean wunderkind, Shi Chin Ho, for him to check, no doubt, that Scott hadn't betrayed her, and to install them into the computer systems of the Lee Corporation. He didn't bother wondering whether she had told the Lee Corp executives that she was doing this since he knew the answer to that.

      He knew that Annabel kept secrets from him, but she wasn't the only one who was concealing something. Scott dropped into his swivel chair and then reached under his desk, wincing as the casters squeaked, until his hands found a cold, smooth cylinder, about the size of a deodorant can. He twisted around to glance at the door. It was still firmly shut and he couldn't hear movement outside. Annabel was still asleep on the couch and he had checked the room for bugs that very morning.

      He withdrew the cylinder and, after caressing it for a moment, slipped it into the inside pocket of the jacket hanging from the back of the chair. He shut down the computer and tiptoed out of the apartment.

      Khaled Abdul was still working in his office on the third floor of the Lee Building. He started as Scott came in, twisting around in his chair, not quite fast enough to avoid the tell tale flicker as he Control-Tabbed his work off the screen.

      "Oh, it's you," he hissed, the vein on his forehead pulsing alarmingly.

      "Who were you expecting? Our friend Ho?" Scott said. The Egyptian didn't need to say anything in response. "Anyone would think you had something to hide, old friend."

      "Well, I don't!"

      Scott pulled the cylinder from his jacket. "You do now."

      "You have finished it?"

      Lee shrugged. "She's as complete as I could make her. It has gotten progressively harder to keep my work on her secret. Annabel's been driving me hard to get finished, unsurprisingly."

      "So, this is Annabel Lee…"

      "Without the warts," Scott said. "And with a little bit of her father woven in."

      Khaled looked up, confused. "Her father?"

      "Me. She's called Alison, and she's the closest I'll ever get to having a daughter. You need to keep her safe, Khaled. Make sure she doesn't fall into the wrong hands. She may be the only hope to put things right, if they go as badly as I fear."

      Khaled turned the cylinder over in his hands. "Why are you entrusting this to me? Why not keep her safe yourself?"

      "Look, I don't know what Annabel plans, but I doubt I will enjoy complete freedom once she's gone. If I'm allowed to continue at all."

      He'd expected Khaled to react with shock to this revelation, but the little Egyptian simply nodded sadly. "Oh, my dear friend," he said. "It is much, much worse than you can imagine."

      "What do you mean?" Scott said, drawing a chair up close to the Egyptian.

      Khaled rubbed his eyes and ran his hands down his face. "I fear she plans to take everyone with her when she dies."

      Scott sat, frozen in shock as he read the truth in his friend's expression. "How?"

      "I don't know precisely. She’s been careful to keep the facts from those she has involved—myself, you and Ho—but she had me build a backdoor into the BonesWare 2.0 firmware upgrade. You wrote most of the code, but she made you pass it on to Ho, didn't she? He’s working for the Chinese, and has added subroutines that suit their purpose, though I don't know exactly what that would mean."

      "Control," Scott said, quietly. "Blackmail. Imagine being able to hold an entire people to ransom. 'Do as we demand or everyone dies of a heart attack,' that sort of thing. That's what the Chinese want, I'm willing to bet."

      Khaled nodded. "Yes, I believe you're probably right. But then she asked me to build this backdoor, and I fear she will use it to go one stage further. In fact, I'm certain she will.

      “You know that our ancient kings, our pharaohs, would take their wives and servants into the afterlife with them, don't you? Some Chinese kings and emperors did the same thing. It is ironic that their modern counterparts do not learn the lessons of their own history."

      "Then why develop the AIs? If everyone's dead?"

      "Because this first wave will not kill everyone. A small minority do not have BonesWare at all. Others will have non-functioning devices or, for one reason or another, will not have received the upgrade. There are even some Chinese-made implants that are immune, though she may have found a way around that. The Annabel AIs will finish the job begun by the flesh and blood Annabel. They will sterilize the world."

      "So, the Chinese plan to take over the free world, and Annabel has found a way to use that to destroy it, Trojan Horse style. Good grief, it's brilliant. Appalling, but brilliant. When did you work this out?"

      Khaled shrugged. "In the past few days only. Too late to stop it."

      "Can't you develop a counter virus?"

      "I have, but with no way to deploy it, I can only help a tiny number of people. Here, turn around."

      Scott Lee swung the chair and exposed his shoulder. He felt something cold move across his skin and then a momentary shudder.

      "It is done. You will not die—though if you are expected to, you must prepare to make it appear that you have."

      Scott put his jacket back on and held out his hand. "Thanks, my friend. I pray you're wrong about all this."

      "I also, but I fear Allah—alayhis salām—is not listening."

      And so, Scott Lee left his friend there to protect his most precious possession and the seed of any future hope. He hadn't imagined, when he'd created Alison, that she might be charged with saving the survivors of an apocalypse brought about by the woman she was modeled on.

      He crept back up to the penthouse, contemplating the end of the world.
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      Terror stabbed at Solly's heart as he spotted black smoke rising into the sky. The Humvee lurched forward as he hit the gas, the second vehicle diminishing in his rearview mirror. He could see Scott Lee looking at the sky, but Scott didn't have anyone in the community he cared about. As far as Solly knew, Lee loved no one, so he would allow logic to rule his actions. He would approach cautiously, whereas Solly careened along the road like a stampeding bull.

      "Careful, Solly!"

      He'd forgotten Vivian was there. He glanced at her as she grasped her seat with white knuckles and terror on her face. He eased off the gas just a little, but his sense of impending disaster didn't diminish. He dreaded arriving in the community—the place he'd left Janice for safety—to find what he knew would be there, but arrive he must.

      They turned on to the approach road into what had once been a peaceful suburban retreat for its upper middle-class residents. Since the Long Night, it had become a hiding place for a small group of ex-Lee Corporation employees who'd been given an upgrade to their implants that had protected them from the cull. But they'd been betrayed by one of their own and now their former employers had returned and Solly knew what sort of vengeance they would wreak.

      It looked like a post-nuclear landscape. The trees that had lined the road were now blackened fingers pointing into an angry sky that promised a storm to come. To left and right, houses were reduced to nothing more than carbonized shells and the Buchanans' home had been burned to the foundations. Dark smoke rose from the place, and bodies lay among the destruction.

      "No, no, no," Solly whispered as he slammed his foot on the brake, jumped out of the Humvee and ran across the wet lawn of what had once been the home of the Henderson family. He, Ross and Janice had slept here on that night in November when the Buchanans had sheltered them. He'd left Janice locked in a bedroom as they'd set off for their attack on the fabrication plant. She could, of course, have escaped or been let out, but it was the first place he would look nevertheless.

      The house had collapsed into a twisted mass of wreckage and steaming ash. He heard someone moving behind him and spun around with her name on his lips, but it was Vivian. Her face was twisted with grief and terror as she followed this madman who stumbled around in the smoldering remains of a home and picked among its ruin.

      And then he saw it. A blackened hand lying among the debris, and an arm that disappeared beneath a pile of rubble.

      Solly got onto his hands and knees as a soft rain began to fall from the open sky. He couldn't bring himself to touch the claw-like fingers, so he pushed at the burned wood, brick and tile that covered the body he knew to be there.  Piece by piece he pushed them away until he'd revealed what remained of Janice. A burned and twisted travesty of a human soul that was unrecognizable as the woman he had so recently confessed his love for. Her long ringlets had disappeared and he was left to mourn nothing more than a symbol of the person she once was, a gravestone marking the future that would now never be. He knew, without a doubt, that it was her because, around her carbonized neck, lay the ruins of the necklace he’d given her.

      And so Solly wept, not noticing the arm that gently enfolded him and rocked him in his agony.

      

      He knew little of the next days. He allowed himself to be led to one of the unburned houses farther along the road and sat in numb silence as other people lit the wood burner and broke open their supplies before pressing a bowl of hot soup into his hands. Solly wanted nothing and allowed himself to be consumed by grief and guilt, its all too common companion.

      He'd deceived her and, in doing so, condemned her. Had she come with them, she might have died on the raid, but she'd have then had more of a chance than by being trapped in this doomed community when the Reapers came. All the reasons he'd given for his decision to lock her in a bedroom while they went to destroy the fabrication plant were exposed for the excuses they were. The truth, as Becky Epstein had said, was that he’d treated Janice like a child, or worse, a piece of property. He'd done it out of love, but that didn't excuse his actions and he knew he would never be free of the guilt of it.

      As the hours turned into days, he sat consumed by the blackness in his soul before, without noticing when it had begun, an ember began to glow deep within. But the light it cast on his mind wasn't the healthy illumination of the first stages of healing, it was the dull red of rage, the fire of an all-consuming need for revenge. He didn't care about his own future except that it had to contain the satisfaction of knowing he’d utterly crushed those who’d ordered Janice's death. Before he was finished, he would see the Lee Corporation destroyed or die in the attempt.

      "Here, drink this."

      A hand appeared in his peripheral vision and he sat wearily up on the couch. He looked up at Vivian as he breathed in the rich bitter aroma of a steaming mug of coffee.

      "We need to talk, Solly."

      "Look, I know you mean well," he croaked, "but I don't have anything to say."

      She sat down beside him and sipped her drink. "I'm sorry, truly. I know how you feel."

      "How can you possibly know how…" he snapped, before finally remembering who he was talking to. "Oh. Sorry."

      "Yes, I do know. My brother was my world. He looked after me after the Long Night and he was killed the same way and the same folk are responsible."

      Solly looked around the living room. A fire burned in a central stone fireplace and the place looked clean and tidy. A bright day outside flooded the room with clean light. For the first time since he'd knelt beside what remained of Janice, he breathed out and looked beyond his own diminished soul. "Where is everyone?"

      "It's just you and me, Sol," Vivian said. "The others have gone back to the farmhouse—Kuchinsky needs rest and care. They wanted you to go too, but I said you needed to be on your own for a while; 'cept for me, of course. But we can't stay here forever. I need you to come back, so we can go home."

      Their eyes met. His memory replayed scenes from the previous days at high speed. Scenes of her caring for him, holding him, comforting him and keeping him alive. How old was she? Nineteen? Where did she get such compassion from?

      "And where is home for us, Viv?"

      She shrugged. "I dunno, but I sure as heck know it ain't here. Bobby always said home was where your family is, but he was all I had left. For now, I’m happy to go back to the farmhouse with you, Solly, but I haven't finished with those who killed my brother. Not by a long way."

      There it was again. In among the empathy and love lurked a core of flint and a thirst for revenge.

      "I have to go south and find my family," Solly said, as if finally latching onto something he could do. "It's pretty hopeless, but I have to look because once I know they're safe, I am going to find a way to take down the Lee Corporation if it's the last thing I do."

      "But you have to go back to the farmhouse first, Solly," she said, fixing her sad brown eyes on him.

      Solly sighed and nodded. "I know. I don't want to go back there, but I need to find Alison—she's the key to all this."

      Shaking her head, Vivian took his hand. "Maybe you do, but there's someone else you need to see there."

      "Who?"

      "You know, Solly, for a clever man you can be pretty stupid. Family isn't just about blood, as you know well enough. You have to go back because Ross is there. That poor boy has been through enough and will be grieving just as you are. The last thing he needs is for the man he thinks of as his father to up and disappear without even saying goodbye."

      Solly nodded. "You're right, of course. We'll set off in the morning. It's time to go home."

      

      Solly spent the afternoon among the rubble of the Buchanan community. In the garden of Beth-Anne Buchanan, he found the little row of graves dug by Scott, Becky Epstein and Vivian. They'd been lined up along the white picket fence and the names had been written above each. Beth-Anne Buchanan, Anna Buchanan, then two more names Solly didn't recognize including one that simply said "Unknown." And there, at the end of the row, "Janice Summers."

      He staggered back from the garden and into the ruins of the house. They had put up a fight, that much was obvious from the blood stains he'd seen on the pathway—beside one of which lay a black helmet. So, the Lees had sent in troops as well as one or more Reapers, though there was no sign of any damage to a drone. How could there be? Small arms made barely a dent on them and it was unlikely the Buchanans had any heavy weaponry.

      Solly returned to the house he shared with Vivian to find her nudging the contents of a copper frying pan on the glowing red embers of the fire.

      "I found some eggs," she said. "I guess they kept chickens and somehow these ones didn't get destroyed in the attack. You okay? Said I'd come with you."

      Taking his coat off, Solly slumped on the couch. "I know, but I had to do it on my own. I had to see with my own eyes."

      Vivian cursed softly. "I'm not sure these have come out how they’re supposed," she said, getting up and giving the frying pan a final stir. "How hard can scrambled eggs be?"

      She showed him the inside of the frying pan which was an unpleasant mix of deep yellows, whites and dark brown. But his stomach rumbled as he looked at it. "It'll be fine," he said. "Thank you."

      It was edible, Solly would acknowledge that, but he made a mental note to volunteer to do any further cooking until they got to the farmhouse. As night fell, he went outside with a bucket to draw some water from the stream that ran along the back of the houses here and filled the tank of the toilet—he had a feeling he was going to need it.

      

      It took two days to pick their way across country back to Hagerstown. They avoided the military at Harrisburg by crossing the river south at a place called Highspire, before heading south to York and then east. It was a long and dreary drive and the Humvee didn't give the most comfortable of rides. They were low on fuel by the time they reached the farmhouse as the sun was about to set.

      People emerged from the house and barn at the sound of the Humvee's diesel engine, though there was none of the celebration of his last return home. Jaxon was the first to greet him, throwing himself into Solly's arms as the tears flowed again. Solly did the rounds of embraces and, as he hugged Miss Prism, he saw Vivian walking away.

      "Viv!" he called. She showed no sign of having heard him, so Solly ran after her and tugged at her arm "Where are you going?"

      She shrugged and he could see that her face was also wet. "I go to the Fordham's place, that's where me bed is."

      "No," Solly said, surprising himself with the strength of his feeling. "You must stay with us here."

      "Why?"

      "Because you're family now."

      

      Solly found Ross on his own in the room Janice and Solly had shared. He was sitting in his wheelchair looking out of the window at the darkness beyond with unfocused eyes.

      "Son," Solly said, putting his hand on Ross's shoulder.

      "Why?" he said, not removing his gaze from the window.

      Solly sighed and sat on the end of the bed, trying not to look at Janice's clothes which lay where she'd left them before they'd set off for the raid. "Which 'why' would you like to talk about first?"

      "Why did they kill her? She did them no harm. Why not just take her prisoner?"

      "I don't know, Ross. They took some prisoners because we couldn't account for more than half the people who'd lived there. I’m afraid they're probably discovering what slavery under the ownership of the Lees actually amounts to."

      Ross spun around in his chair. "Why did you leave her there?" he said, his voice pleading.

      "I thought she'd be safer there than coming on the raid with us."

      "You were wrong."

      "I know, Ross, I know."

      "Did she ask to stay?"

      "No, I didn't offer her the choice."

      Ross's anger finally boiled over. "That's your problem, isn't it? Always making decisions for other people. Never thinking they might be the best ones to decide for themselves. Brilliant Solly Masters, the man with all the answers!"

      Solly knew that Ross wanted him to bite back, but it would not be good for him to vent uncontrollably only to regret harsh words later. And, in any case, he was right. Though he'd had the best of intentions, the truth was he had been arrogant and, yes, selfish. He'd tried to protect Janice so that he wouldn't have to fear for her safety or cope with the grief of her coming to harm. Good plan.

      So Solly sat with head bowed as the last echoes of Ross's accusations died away. He could hear the boy sobbing, but still he didn't look up.

      "What are we going to do without her, Solly?" he muttered, a child again.

      Solly shrugged. "I'm going to bring them down, Ross. I'm going to bring down the Lee Corporation, or die in the attempt. But first I'm going south to find my children and their mother. I feel as though I've lost everything, and I need to know whether that's true. I need to at least try. I'll give myself a couple of months to find them, and then I'm going to head to DC to join the president so I can do my bit for our country. And to get my revenge."

      "And what about me?"

      Solly looked at him, saw the fear of further loss. "Your home is here, Ross."

      "But you called me son," he said. "Didn't you mean it?"

      "Of course I did, but you'll be safer here."

      Anger flashed in the boy's eyes. "Can't you just hear yourself? You're doing it again! I don't want to stay here. I want to come with you!"

      "But Ross, you can't…" Solly couldn't bring himself to say it, so he just waved at the wheelchair.

      "I'm learning! Look."

      To his horror, Solly watched Ross fold up the foot rests on his chair and put his feet on the floor. He put his hands on the armrests and, with a heave, pulled himself upright. Solly saw his left leg move forward an inch or two and then Ross's arm began to shake.

      Solly launched himself at Ross and was just in time to grab him. They fell to the floor, Solly cushioning the impact. The two of them lay together on the musty carpet as the sound of children playing permeated through the floor and, in the candlelight, they sobbed.
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      Despite Solly's yearning to get away from the farmhouse as quickly as possible, it didn't turn out to be that simple. The place he'd called home for the past four months was now haunted by endless reminders of Janice.

      He sat through seemingly endless meetings with Jaxon, Arnold and Miss Prism as they talked through the months ahead. He was disappearing just as the planting season was getting underway, just when he was most needed, and the guilt of that abandonment hung over him like a ghoul. They all asked him not to go and told him he was needed here, but he knew that unless he headed south to find his family, he could never settle anywhere.

      Jaxon had asked him whether he was taking on this mission because it was hopeless—what were the chances of finding three people who could be anywhere in Texas right now? Didn't he know that it was a war zone down there? Jaxon was a clever young man and Solly was self-aware enough to acknowledge that he probably had a point. But he also knew for certain that he had to try. He would travel light and move fast, and he'd come back as soon as he'd found them, or had satisfied himself that they were no longer alive. He had an appointment with the Lee Corporation and, as Khan Noonian Singh said, “revenge is a dish best served cold.”

      Quite why he was this indispensable linchpin was a mystery to Solly. He had no special expertise or insight and yet every decision was referred to him. When he was gone, someone needed to fill his boots and Jaxon was the only candidate. Scott Lee, while he was the smartest person Solly knew, had no emotional investment in the farmhouse community and all the empathy of a robot. So, Jaxon would take Solly's place with Arnold and Miss Prism to advise him, along with Scott Lee if he hung around.

      So, they worked on a planting plan based on a book they'd rescued from the library in Hagerstown. Jaxon's foraging expeditions on the nearby farms had yielded a viable population of hens that was already producing eggs for the community and was being actively encouraged to grow. Miss Prism had developed a fascination with chickens and was now running the unit with surprising enthusiasm.

      A small herd of cattle had been assembled from the few survivors of the early days after the Long Night. A single bull had been found, and now enough of the cows were pregnant to ensure a small supply of fresh milk to supplement their dwindling supply of the powdered variety. But the search continued, wider afield, for more stock to make their herd viable.

      Joe Kuchinsky had been recovering from his wounds in a bedroom at the Fordhams' place and had taken command both of that community and the detachment of troops from Wright-Patterson. One of their number had been sent to the base to get orders, but Kuchinsky thought it most likely he'd remain with them for the foreseeable future. Solly had advised Jaxon to go to Joe if he needed another opinion on anything. Kuchinsky's presence was one crumb of comfort for Solly as he contemplated leaving the place.

      Scott Lee was, it seemed, a man without a mission now. He'd been unable to reactivate Alison since the attack on the Lee Corporation's fabrication plant and believed she was irretrievably lost.

      "Here," he said, tossing the cylinder over. He and Solly were sitting in the front room of one of the shacks the Wright-Patterson soldiers had built beside the barn.

      "What am I supposed to do with this?" Solly asked.

      Lee shrugged. "Use it as a doorstop? I don't know. Maybe you can get through to her."

      "You think she's still in there?"

      "No, I think she was either destroyed by the mind of the drone or trapped. She'd barely survived that encounter with the prototype, and that had only lasted a few seconds. And this time, we couldn't retrieve the body of the Reaper. For all I know, she's still inside it, or maybe even in the hands of Lee Corp engineers right now."

      The man's face was drained of all hope, all energy. Solly could hardly imagine this was the same man Paulie had described as having an entire town under his sway through the force of his charisma.

      "She was more than just a software project, wasn't she?"

      Lee looked up suddenly, as if he were being dragged out of contemplation. "What? Oh. Yes. You're right. She was my secret project. Annabel knew nothing of her."

      "Why did you create her?"

      Scott Lee drew in a deep breath and rubbed his face as if fighting off exhaustion. "As a counterpoint to the monster I was forced to build. You see, when my darling wife saw the end approaching, she instructed me to create an AI version of her that was indistinguishable from the real thing. Are you familiar with the Turing Test, Solly?"

      "Of course I am. I was a software developer for over twenty years."

      This brought a little life to Lee's tired face. "Sorry, yes. I forgot. So, it was my task to create an AI that was not only capable of fooling humans into believing they were dealing with a real person, as with the Turing Test, but to go one step further. It wasn't enough for Annabel that the entity could appear to be a human to others. For her, it had to go much deeper than that—it had to be as close to being a living mind as it was possible to be. It would seem, to anyone interacting with it, that her organic consciousness had been transferred along with her memories, prejudices and genius."

      "And did you succeed?"

      Lee smiled with unmistakable pride. "Yes. Perhaps I succeeded too well. As we discovered in Seattle, the AI version of Annabel is just as clever and manipulative as the original."

      "So, how does Alison fit into all this?"

      "She was to be the child we never had."

      Solly didn't hide his shock. "What?"

      "I thought having a child, even a digital one, might soften the Annabel AI. I was hoping to build in some empathy. Since her illness, the real Annabel had precious little of that."

      "What went wrong?"

      Again, Scott went through his face rubbing routine before settling down and sighing. "I saw what she had become and could not give Alison up. I buried her deep, because I knew Annabel suspected me, and I gave her to Khaled. He hid Alison and escaped from the Lee Building in New York, hoping to find someone who'd take her out of the city. And he found you."

      "That was a crazy plan."

      "He was a crazy man. He knew more about what Annabel was planning than even I did in those last few weeks. I think it planted the seeds of his insanity."

      Solly tried to make himself comfortable on the rickety chair as he composed his thoughts. "I understand why you were so angry that I opened Alison up and she imprinted on me. You are her father as well as her creator."

      "I was furious, and it's taken me a long time to get over myself, Solly. For that, I apologize. But the fact is she saw you as her father, and I should have accepted that. No father would have made her take over a Reaper, knowing the pain it would cause."

      Solly shook his head. "But you saved our lives."

      "At the cost of hers."

      They sat in silence, each processing thoughts that ranged from the deep past into an uncertain future.

      "It seems we both have a complicated relationship with our children," Scott said, finally. "Do you really think you have any chance of finding yours?" He left the word alive off the end of the sentence, but Solly heard it nonetheless.

      "I only know I have to try. I need to take on the Lee Corporation and, to do that, I can't be encumbered by doubt about whether I should have done more to find my family. I've lived with that since the Long Night, but there's always been something else I had to do. But no more. This can't wait any longer."

      Scott nodded. "Yes, I think I understand. But, tell me, how do you intend to take on the Lee Corporation?"

      "I don't know, to be honest. I was hoping you'd have some ideas on that score."

      "I think all we can do is help those who oppose the Lees. The government in DC, Wright-Patterson, good guys like Colonel Moretti in Pennsylvania. We're not going to be of much use, but I kind of think we've done more than most already in taking out the Reaper plant."

      "But that will only delay them," Solly said. "It won't stop them building another fabrication facility. We've bought ourselves some time. What are we going to do with it?"

      Scott shrugged. "You're going to use it to find your family." He flung up his hands as Solly tensed. "Don't mistake me, I understand why you're doing it, but I suggest you put a strict time limit on it if you want to oppose the Lee Corporation. Oh, if only Alison were still functional."

      "Tell me," Solly said, relaxing again. "How were you intending to use her? Once you'd decided you couldn't use her to soften your sociopathic wife's digital version."

      "Well, it's like this. Alison is a facsimile of Annabel without her negative traits. Anywhere the Annabel personality could be installed would also take Alison. I had hoped to deploy Alison into Lee Corporation's systems and, through her, control their weapons and systems. She would have to fight her mother, but if she won it would have brought them down, Solly, and we'd have had a chance to avert the second culling."

      His face, momentarily so full of animation, slackened again. "But that's not going to happen now."

      Solly turned the cylinder over in his hands. "So, you think there's no chance she's in here?"

      "No. I've tried everything I know to reactivate the cylinder, all from within the safety of the safe in the basement, and I get nothing. All essential systems check out, but she’s like a body on life support when the mind has flown."

      

      The last meeting Solly had before he left was the one he'd dreaded the most. His own mood was black enough as he climbed the stairs to Ross's room, but he knew the boy suffered even more, grieving for the loss of his mobility as well as the woman he saw as his mother. Solly could only imagine how powerless Ross must be feeling right now. Relying on others for the most basic necessities, he would have to watch as they toiled in the fields, tending the animals and planting the crops that would keep him alive. Relying on Solly to get the delayed revenge he so craved. And all the time wondering whether, having lost his mother, he would also lose his adoptive father. If Solly found his natural son, what room would there be for Ross?

      "Hello, son," Solly said as he opened the door.

      Ross was sitting in a small armchair by the window which gave him a wide view of the fields and the lane leading up to the house where the Humvee sat.  The boy grunted a greeting.

      "You're going tomorrow, then," Ross said.

      Solly sat down on the bed. "Yeah, that's the plan."

      "And you're going on your own?"

      "I am."

      "Then why do you need a Humvee?"

      "Because I need space to bring Bella and the kids back. Besides, it's the safest transport we've got."

      Ross twisted around in his chair. "I have to come, Solly. I have no reason to stay here."

      "We've been through this, Ross. You're safer here. And this is where your friends are."

      "I don't want to be safe," Ross snapped. "And I need to be with my father, not with my friends."

      Solly slumped. Heaven knew he'd welcome the company, and he'd have been happy to have Ross where he could see him. But it was just ridiculous to go out into the fractured world with a paralyzed boy.

      "You think I'll be a burden," Ross said, reading his mind. "And I guess I will be, but not as much as you think. And I can be helpful, honest I can."

      "I'm sure you can, son," Solly began. A knock on the door saved him from having to be blunt with the boy.

      The door opened and, to his surprise, Vivian stood there. "Hello, Solly," she said as she came inside. She smiled at Ross. "Did you tell him?"

      "Tell me what?" Solly said, his heart sinking.

      "No, he's just about to explain why I shouldn't go with him. About how I'd be a burden and how it would be stupid to have a paralyzed boy riding with him."

      Solly shook his head. "I was not going to say any of that," he lied.

      "Well that's good then, because I'm comin' too,” Vivian announced.

      "What?" Solly cried, leaping up and looking from one to the other.

      "Yes, Solly, I am comin'. You know I can be useful, and I'll tend to Ross, so you don't need to worry about nuttin'."

      Solly dropped back onto the bed, shaking his head. "Absolutely no! This isn't a kindergarten trip!" He regretted those words the instant they left his mouth.

      "Oh, is that how you see us?" Ross shouted. "Children? We've lost as much as you have and maybe we need to be doing something useful too!"

      "You can—stay here and help the community thrive!"

      Vivian waved a finger at Solly, her pretty Jamaican face suddenly as hard as steel. "Not this time, Solly. This isn't your choice to make. We're comin' along because you need us. We're your posse. We got your back."

      For a moment, derisive words formed in Solly's mind. Who were they kidding? They were just kids and they'd be nothing more than a burden if he took them with him. But he caught himself as he looked from one stern face to the other. Maybe they were kids, but when all was said and done, he was a mediocre app developer who couldn't hold down a job or a marriage. If the FBI had a set of criteria for flagging potential trouble makers then he, Ross and Vivian would hardly have registered. They were closer to Mr. Bean than Mr. Bin Laden.

      "It doesn't seem as though I have a choice, does it?" he said, feeling a surprising relief.

      Vivian smiled. "At last, you understand the state of affairs."

      "And just in case you had a change of heart overnight," Ross said, beaming, "Viv's got the keys to the Humvee."
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      Paulie handed the binoculars to Tucker. "It's quiet down there," she sighed. "Barely anyone on the streets."

      "I guess they've all been taken to Seattle," Tucker said. "Maybe we should've gone there first, rather than coming back here."

      Paulie retreated from the overhang and sat up. The last time she'd been up here, she'd witnessed Scott Lee—in his Pastor Smith disguise—speaking to the leader of the militia. They'd then turned around and left, but what she'd seen had started a chain of events that had led her nearly 5,000 miles in a big fat circle back to the beginning.

      "We've talked about this," she said. Endlessly. "We need to find out what we can about what's going on in Arbroath before we go after our people."

      "We are going to get them, then," Marvin said.

      Paulie turned to him. She'd gotten to like the man over the weeks they'd spent together, and she certainly owed him big time for the way he'd looked after and protected Luna. But they needed a break from one another. It had been a long and difficult journey back west and too long spent in the company of one person—even with Luna acting as a buffer and peacemaker—was going to result in short tempers and cross words.

      They'd managed nearly 2,500 miles across the continental US, hopping from vehicle to vehicle, and she'd been content to follow Marvin's lead most of the time. After all, whereas she'd crossed it eastwards by air, he and Luna had traveled on foot and, where they could, by car. But it was getting harder and harder to find working automobiles with fuel in their tanks and, in their desperation, they'd been forced to open up vehicles that still contained the rotting remains of their former owners. That had been grim work, and they'd been grateful to have their dog Dany with them to distract Luna while they did it. Nothing, however, could completely remove the smell, and they'd been forced to travel with the windows open, whatever the weather. In a straight fight between freezing and suffocating, the cold won every time.

      Colonel McBride had given them supplies and fuel in exchange for their agreement to set up solar-powered relay stations at roughly 750km intervals along the westward road. She admired McBride as he thought beyond the purely local issues and knew that information was everything. Missions had been sent out in all directions, and each had a relay so that, like a spider at the center of an ever-widening web, McBride was able to learn more and more about the tactical situation out there. And it comforted Paulie, just a little, to know that she could contact Wright-Patterson in an emergency, even if there was nothing they could do, in practice, to help from two thousand miles away.

      "Of course, we're going to help them, Marvin," Paulie said with a sigh. "They're our people. But we need to know what the situation is here first. They have to have somewhere to come back to."

      Marvin rubbed his eyes and yawned. "You're right, Sheriff. I suggest we make our way down there in the morning. I'm too bushed."

      Paulie fought back her annoyance. She wanted to see what was happening in Arbroath now, not wait until the following day. But there had been enough petty fights in the past days and the town wasn't going anywhere.

      "Sure," she said. "Let's find somewhere to camp."

      

      They had plenty of food, as Marvin and Luna had become expert foragers, so they made a hearty supper as they sheltered beside the rusty red pickup that had been their transport for the past couple of hundred miles. Paulie sometimes felt like an interloper as Marvin, Luna and Dany had established a routine over the weeks they'd been traveling together.

      Marvin would begin warming up the contents of a can in the saucepan sitting on his little camping stove. Luna would ask what it was and, whatever the answer, complain. It was a little ritual that spoke to a deep connection between them that Paulie couldn't help being a little jealous of. Luna had always been something of a daddy's girl, though she could barely remember her father. Paulie had been complicit in the lie that he had been stationed in Afghanistan when, in fact, he'd been living with his new partner somewhere north of LA. She hadn't been able to bring herself to wreck Luna's rose-colored impression of her father and she sure wasn't going to do it now when there was next to no chance of her ever meeting him again.

      Truth to tell, Marvin had been a better father to her than the man whose genes she carried. Truth to tell, Marvin had been a better parent, period. He seemed to have a way of handling her that corrected her misbehavior without causing any resentment. It would have been fascinating and instructive if Paulie could have gotten over herself, but she couldn't.

      "Are we going to live here again?" Luna said.

      Paulie, who'd been totally absorbed in her destructive self-examination, took a moment to work out what her daughter had said. "What? Oh. Would you like to?"

      Luna shrugged as she swallowed a spoonful of canned beef stew. "I don't care where we stop, but I'm tired of moving every day. I just wanna sleep in a bed. President Christine gave me my own bedroom."

      "Well, we'll have to see how things are down there in the morning."

      "Can I come?"

      "No, you'll stay up here with Dany until we come back to fetch you."

      Luna screwed her face up. "I don't want to be left behind. Uncle Marvin, you'll let me go, won't you?"

      She called him uncle when she wanted something from him. She knew he liked it.

      "No, kid, I wouldn't. Your mom's right. We don't know what we're goin' to find and we don't want Dany under our feet. You stay here and look after her."

      "Dany wants to go too."

      "She's just a dog. She doesn't know what she wants," Marvin said. "She ain't comin' and unless you're happy to leave her up here on her own, you'll stay with her."

      And that was that. Paulie managed a tiny smile as Marvin glanced at her and they made their plans.

      

      There was no sign of anyone patrolling the barricade, and Paulie's overwhelming impression as she and Tucker crept towards the town was of silence. Unnatural silence.

      They hugged the cover until they reached the door Nicky Friedman had used to get into the department store basement. It was locked. They exchanged glances and Paulie nodded. Marvin's boot made short work of the door, the crash echoing around the walls as they tensed, waiting for the sound of rushing feet.

      Nothing. Paulie went in first, fumbling in the darkness and cursing the fact that they'd found no batteries for their flashlight. The place stank and she prayed that it was nothing more than rotting stock as she made her way by touch through the darkness with nothing but the stumbling footsteps of Marvin Tucker for company.

      She caught a glimpse of a light above her and almost fell over the bottom of a flight of wooden steps that ended in a door she forced open. She climbed up into the storefront she'd hidden in with Nicky Friedman before she'd decided to go to Seattle. The place was littered with empty cardboard boxes and empty shelves, all covered in a layer of dust.

      Marvin knelt at the window and peered out. "Nothing," he muttered. "I reckon the place has been emptied. Everyone's been shipped off to Seattle."

      "Not everyone," Paulie said, pointing.

      "Well, I'll be," Marvin said. "Looks as though old Custer's still in business, anyway."

      Two figures stood outside the department store entrepreneur Custer Petrov had allowed to be turned into the main community building in Arbroath after the Long Night. They were leaning against a wall, sheltering from the chill morning wind, plumes of smoke rising from their cigarettes.

      "Maybe this place isn't as dead as we thought," Paulie said. Another figure was moving from a building opposite towards the guards, who straightened up. Paulie could now see that the newcomer was a woman carrying a heavy box. The two figures opened the top of the box and, laughing, sent her inside, struggling with the weight of it.

      "I think everyone's in there," Marvin said. "Everyone who's left, that is."

      "Which means we've got to get in. Come on."

      But they couldn't move until the sun had come around far enough to cast a deep shadow on the front of the shop. They waited until the guards seemed to be facing in a different direction, then crept out of the front door and followed the sidewalk, hugging the walls to keep out of sight until they could dart onto a side road.

      Paulie knew these streets intimately, so she was able to lead Marvin along roads that skirted the department store while keeping them out of sight until they finally arrived back at the far side of the building. They'd not seen a living being, just streets littered with blown leaves and dirt.

      Just as they were creeping out from cover, a voice called out and they froze. "Hey, is that you, Sheriff?"

      Paulie swung around, gun in hand, to where the sound had come from. Then she realized whose voice she'd heard. "Wally? Is it you?"

      Walter Hammond, Vietnam vet turned guerrilla, waved at her from an open second floor window. "Come on up," he hissed theatrically.

      They found him in a dark little room and he ran up to Paulie and shook her hand warmly. "I sure am pleased to see you, Sheriff! I ain't no leader, that's for sure. Who's this?"

      "Marvin Tucker," Marvin said, holding out his hand.

      "Walter Hammond, sergeant, Red Devils," he said, saluting. "And you've served, I can see it."

      Marvin smiled. It had been a lifetime ago. "Gunnery sergeant, Marine Corps."

      "This here's Maggie," Hammond said, pointing to a figure that had been crouching, unnoticed, in the shadows of the room's corner. With effort, the woman got up and approached them.

      "I don't recognize you," Paulie said, taking her hand.

      "I came here looking for safety," the woman responded. She looked as though she was in her late sixties and her face had a haunted look. "Found the place had all gone to pot just before I arrived. The others all got took. Walter saved me."

      "It wasn't just me," the old man said, with a smile. "Nicky and Jack were here."

      "Jack? Jack Rutz?" Marvin said. "I thought he'd run for the hills."

      Wally opened his mouth, but Paulie interrupted. "Wally, where's Nicky?"

      He pointed through the window at the wall of Alldays Department Store. "She went in there with Jack. We'd seen most of the guards leave and she said she could handle the rest, so they went inside to let the folk in there out."

      "How long ago?"

      "Eight days now. Maggie and I were fixin' to go in after them tonight. Then you showed up. I won't deny I'm relieved."

      Paulie pulled up a chair. This looked as though it had been a little apartment above a shop, with an old table, some chairs and, through a doorway, a small kitchen. "And everyone from the town's in there?"

      "Everyone that's left," Wally said. "Most were taken off to Seattle, but the sick and many of the kids were left there. Custer Petrov's in charge, so heaven help them."

      "And heaven help Petrov if he's harmed any of them," Paulie said. "Wally, I've left my daughter, Luna, up on Cove Road…" She realized, as she said this that the old man wasn't a local. "Follow the river road out of town then head up the hill, it's signposted."

      "Sure," he said, his head wagging. "And what do you want me to do when I find her?"

      "Look after her, and her dog. Stay out of Arbroath, stay safe. Marvin and I will see what we can do in there."

      

      Nicky Friedman, the deputy leading the resistance, had gone in through the loading bay at the back of the department store, according to Wally, so Paulie decided on a more straightforward approach. She and Marvin would jump the guards and enter through the front door.

      They sat in the little room after Wally and Maggie had left, waiting for night to fall. Their plan was to try to get in during the early hours when, hopefully, the people inside were sleeping, and so they had many hours to sit and stew.

      To her delight, Paulie found a little shower behind the kitchen and, in the bedroom beyond, she opened a wardrobe to see a spare deputy's uniform. And it was clean. She emerged, truly clean for the first time since she'd left Wright-Patterson weeks ago and painfully aware that, although she smelled of the rose-scented soap in the shower, this served only to accentuate how fragrant Marvin was. She ordered him to remove his shirt, vest and pants, and threw him a spare pair of Wally's underpants to put on while she hand-washed his clothes.

      "I can do that for myself," Marvin said as he wrapped his coat around his naked body.

      "Maybe," Paulie responded, surprised at the sharp tone in his voice, "but I've got nothing better to do, and I'm pretty sure I can do a better job than you. You're quite the new age man, Marvin."

      Tucker snorted. "I don't even know what that means, but I always did my own washing. Only way I could be sure it was clean."

      Paulie smiled at him and half-filled the sink from a bucket before tipping in water heated on their camping stove. She lost herself in the simple, physical task of rubbing the sweat and grime out of the uniform with soap and a dish brush.

      

      Paulie slipped around the corner and pressed her gun against the back of the first guard's head as Marvin leveled his shotgun at the other. "Quiet!" she hissed.

      It was almost midnight and the only light was provided by a burning brazier on the steps outside the store. Within seconds, Marvin had tied up and gagged the second guard while she watched the other. He looked to be of oriental appearance, though it was too dark to say any more than that, and he didn't say a word as Marvin pulled out a pair of cable ties and secured his arms.

      They were led to an empty shop opposite, ordered to lie down and their legs were bound before Marvin tied them to a radiator for good measure and Paulie took their keys.

      "That went well," Marvin said as they ran back across to the front door of the department store. "Quiet as mice."

      Paulie tried three keys before finding one that worked and she pushed gently at it, praying it wouldn't squeak. Once it was wide enough, they crept into the darkness.

      She formed an image in her mind's eye of the layout of the store, but was quickly reduced to feeling her way in the hope of finding the door that led to the makeshift hospital she'd set up. The plan was to liberate enough people to enable her to take over the store and bring Custer Petrov to justice.

      Her hand wrapped around a door handle and she pushed down. The door opened onto blackness, but she didn't feel the flow of air that would suggest she was in the corridor she was expecting. Paulie was just about to close it again when a red flash caught her eye. Before the Long Night, she'd have written it off as nothing more than the random flashing of, say, a smoke alarm but in this new world, it was incongruous. What powered equipment could be in here?

      They hadn't dared use the flashlight Wally had left for fear of attracting attention, but Paulie decided to risk it. She tugged on Marvin's arm to bring him inside and silently shut the door behind them, sealing them inside. She pointed the flashlight at the blinking red light and flicked it on.

      There, on a small table in the center of what had once been a storage room, sat a black glossy object with four arms, each of which ended in rotors.

      "Oh my God!" Paulie gasped. "No. Not here too!"

      "What is it? A drone?" Marvin said.

      "It's a Reaper," Paulie said. "Come on, we've got to get out of here now!"

      "What about Nicky and the others?"

      Paulie went to open the door. "We'll think about that later. Now, we must get out. Come on Marvin!"

      A door behind the drone was flung open and they heard the unmistakable click of safeties being disengaged.

      Paulie swung round.

      Three figures in olive uniforms with red stars on their chests stood there.

      "Tingzhi!"
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      The final five miles to the Las Cruces base almost killed them, and Nathan was reduced to half-carrying Su-Mi as he fought to keep himself upright. His throat was as dry as the desert he stumbled through, and his stomach felt like a shriveled bag, but still he thrust one booted foot down after another.

      It had been over two weeks since the attack on the naval base in San Diego and they'd sure kicked the ants’ nest over. It had been a miracle they'd escaped from the city in the aftermath as the Sino-NK troops had begun tightening the noose around it far quicker than he'd expected. It became obvious that the enemy had a satellite communication system that meant they could coordinate the search for their attackers and, many times over those days, Nathan had been certain they'd be captured.

      But somehow they'd escaped, though it seemed that their attack had stung the Chinese and NK forces into immediate action. As they ran eastward, the enemy followed. War was coming.

      He didn't have the energy to raise his head, so he only realized they had nearly reached the base when its external lights fell on the sand and grit at his feet. A call went up and Nathan Woods went down.

      

      He came around in a bed under a bright light. Nathan grabbed the hand that floated in front of his vision and forced it downwards.

      "Relax, Sergeant!"

      Like a switch, full consciousness snapped into place and he let go, pulled himself up and looked around. He was in a hospital bed, but the man in the room with him wore fatigues beneath his white coat.

      "Thank you," the doctor said, rubbing his wrist. "I'm glad to see you awake again, Sergeant Woods. You were severely dehydrated, malnourished and suffering from sunstroke."

      "Where's Su-Mi?" he croaked.

      "She recovered before you and has been moved to the main wing. You've been through quite the trauma, Woods, and you need a little rest before you resume duty. I'll order some food for you and notify the colonel that you're conscious."

      Woods was finishing a bowl of chicken soup when Colonel Martinez swept in through the curtain.

      "Please, finish your meal," he said as Nathan held his chunk of bread ready to soak up the last of the liquid.

      "I'm glad to see you're recovering," Martinez continued, giving Nathan time to finish. "Corporal Pak has briefed me on your activities since leaving here and you are to be commended on your conduct. Both of you."

      Nathan swallowed the last delicious mouthful and washed it down with a glass of water. "Thank you, sir," he said. "Would you like my full report now?"

      "No need, Pak has been quite thorough. The doctor says you will be sufficiently recovered tomorrow and you can fill in the details then."

      "They're coming, Colonel. The Chinese and North Koreans. They'll be here any day. Phoenix has fallen."

      The colonel nodded. "I know. My scouts have been tracking them for the past week."

      "Are you evacuating?" Nathan asked, before remembering to add, "Sir."

      He could see the colonel's expression harden. "No. Our orders are to hold the line."

      "What? That's insane!"

      "I am going to excuse that outburst, Sergeant Woods, both on account of your recent conduct and because you are clearly still suffering the aftereffects of your mission. But I will obey the chain of command, Sergeant, as I am bound by my oath to do. For as long as John Murphy is the president of this country, I will continue to follow his orders."

      Nathan slumped back onto the bed as he felt the adrenaline spike expire and the tendrils of sleep impinge on his conscious mind. He thought he heard the colonel speak again.

      "And my orders include sending you to deliver your report personally to the president."

      He might even have heard the words, "Sorry, son."

      

      Nathan sat in the back of the sedan as it headed east. Next to him, Su-Mi was looking out the window at the arid terrain. Well, at least the TLX wasn't going to be caught with its pants down, Nathan thought. They passed military vehicles and personnel moving in the opposite direction. He hoped they were intended to reinforce the small garrison at Las Cruces, but feared they would be too late to do any good.

      He was being taken to meet with President Murphy at Fort Stockton, a small town on 10. Su-Mi, though she hadn't been included in the original mission orders, was also going. Officially, they were to brief the president on what they'd seen in San Diego and during their journey back, but Nathan detected a sub-plot at work. Murphy didn't like anyone to know more than he did, nor did he like heroes other than himself. Nathan had seen it in the man's eyes—jealousy of an earned reputation.

      At least Jake was with them. He sat next to the driver and it occurred to Nathan more than once that, between the three of them, they could overpower their guard and make a break for it.  But he wasn't entirely confident that he could rely on Jake to take his side if he attempted it and, after all, where would they go? Because, at least in part, of their actions in San Diego, military forces on both sides had been stirred up into a frenzy of activity and it would be very difficult to go against the westward flow without raising suspicion.

      They'd said little to each other on the journey. Jake had been relieved and delighted to see Nathan alive and, more or less, well, but it quickly became obvious that he was, if anything, even more fanatically loyal to the president than he had been before Nathan's mission. He saw it as a stroke of genius on Murphy's part to send Woods to spy on the enemy and a testament to Nathan that he'd succeeded.

      They'd seen little sign of civilians either on the roads or in the settlements they passed and Nathan guessed Murphy had ordered them to move eastwards so his forces could fight unencumbered by fears of collateral damage. Every now and again, however, they would see a reminder of the strict military discipline now in force. Hanging from gibbets by the side of the road and twisting gently in the desert breeze, they saw bodies in fatigues. Some wore the uniforms of the enemy, others were TLX fighters. Signs hung from around broken necks with the single word "Deserter."

      Nathan noticed that Jake looked away when they approached such grisly evidence of the regime's brutality. He so wanted to believe in the greatness of his president that he willfully ignored the evidence of his idol's psychosis.

      

      It was dark by the time they rolled into Fort Stockton. The president, they learned, was using the historic fort as his base and they were to be taken there.

      Jake brushed his uniform down as he got out of the car and adjusted his kepi to the regulation angle. Nathan watched as Jake preened himself with a teenager's naive enthusiasm and said a silent prayer that this adoration would at least keep the lad safe.

      "Ah, Sergeant Woods."

      Nathan snapped a salute as President John Murphy approached him, hand held out. They were in the former officers' quarters in the historic fort, though there was little enough to see as the main illumination came from gas lanterns scattered around the room. Nathan didn't doubt that the president could simply flick a switch to turn on the electric lights, but the man liked theater.

      "You've returned a hero, again," he said, his heavy features contriving to smile. "Your intelligence has proven invaluable in preparing us for the attack of our enemies. You also seem to have provoked them into a hasty stroke against us. Perhaps that will give us an advantage."

      "Yes, Mr. President," Nathan said.

      "At ease, Sergeant," Murphy sighed. "And this is Corporal Pak, I presume."

      Su-Mi saluted. "Yes sir, Mr. President."

      "You also have given invaluable service to the TLX," he said, pausing in front of her. "By betraying your own people not once but twice, you helped gain crucial intelligence, so I suppose we must be grateful."

      Nathan could sense Su-Mi tensing even further at these words.

      "And you must be Private Masters," he said, returning Jake's salute. "Who is the perfect embodiment of how we mustn't use our past history or, indeed, family relationships as an excuse to betray our country when it needs us. Well done, son."

      The president stepped back and Nathan waited, barely breathing, for the hammer to fall.

      "And, since we're talking of families, and of sons," Murphy said. "I think you might be interested to meet someone."

      Two armed goons lurked in the shadows and one leaned sideways to turn a door knob.

      Murphy moved towards the door. Nathan and Jake followed him, but Su-Mi was ordered to stay where she was, under the baleful gaze of the other guard.

      The room beyond was even more dimly lit than the main room. In the corner lay a figure whose feet and hands were chained to a ring in the wall. It was a young man wearing dirty jeans and a filthy T-shirt.

      "This boy is soon to discover what happens to those who betray their family. Not only did he disobey the direct order of his father, but he then tried to harm the man he owes absolute loyalty to."

      Murphy stepped across and pulled the tape from the figure's mouth. "This is my son, Lucas. He was ordered to wed your sister, Private Masters, but instead chose to abduct her and flee from justice."

      Ice poured through Nathan's veins, and he noticed Jake go rigid.

      "What happened to her?" Jake said before noticing the anger on Murphy's face. He added, "Sorry, Mr. President."

      Murphy relaxed. "Quite alright, Masters. Loyalty to your family is to your credit, and I value your service to your country given the conflict this must cause."

      "No conflict, Mr. President. I fight for the TLX and its leader."

      Murphy slapped his shoulder. "If only I had a son like you. But, sadly, I produced the scum that cowers on the floor. Assuming he is my son, of course. I have sometimes wondered if perhaps his mother sought elsewhere for comfort while I was away."

      "Don't talk about Mom like that!" Luke spat.

      "Congratulations, Mr. Masters," Murphy said with a smile, "those are the first words he has spoken in my presence."

      "Your sister, mother and grandfather were safe when I left them," Luke said, looking up at Jake who, despite himself, seemed to relax a little at the news.

      "Where are they?" Jake asked.

      Luke shook his head. "Believe me, you don't want that monster to know."

      With a sickening thud, Murphy's boot connected with the side of his son's head and Luke slumped to the floor.

      It was all Nathan could do to stop himself retaliating on Luke's behalf and he could see the shock on Jake's face as he witnessed this brutality.

      Murphy saw it too. The rage vanished in an instant and he smiled. "I'm sorry you had to see that, Masters, but some sins are unforgivable. My son here has been following my movements for days now with the aim of harming his father. But he isn't nearly as clever as I am, and I was ready for his move. He will hang in the morning."

      "No!" Jake said. "He's your son!"

      Nathan saw anger flash across Murphy's face again, but the president mastered himself quickly and shook his head at the guard who'd stepped forward as if to restrain Jake. "You are young, Private Masters, and I hope you never have to endure the pain of betrayal. But let me ask you this, if you were a farmer and one cow became ill with a communicable disease, would you hesitate to destroy it for the sake of the herd? Even if it was your favorite?"

      He's talking about people as if they're cattle, Nathan thought. Has Jake noticed?

      "I would destroy it, Mr. President," Jake said, glancing at Luke as he lay sprawled on the floor.

      Murphy slapped him on the shoulder again. "There, and now you see how it must be. I am sorry for it, but, as president, I must think of the greater good."

      "But sir," Jake said. "What disease would your son spread if he lived?"

      Murphy's face darkened and Nathan tried desperately to send a telepathic command to Jake to stop talking. But, again, the moment passed quickly and the president smiled. "Insurrection. A contagion that can bring down a country quicker than a pandemic."

      Jake seemed to consider this before giving a brief nod. "Very well, sir. I understand."

      "Good man," Murphy said, before aiming a final kick at Luke and heading for the door.

      Su-Mi stood exactly where she had been, engaged in a staring match with the guard who had moved to within a few feet of her.

      "What's happening here?" Murphy said as the door to Luke's makeshift cell closed behind him.

      "She's giving me attitude, Mr. President," the guard said.

      Murphy grunted. "Typical of her kind," he said. "Can't be trusted. You have my permission to deal with her."

      The guard stepped towards Su-Mi, drawing a baton from his waist. She stepped back, raising her fists.

      "Mr. President!" Nathan said.

      "Silence!" Murphy responded, flashing a glance at the other guard who moved towards Nathan and grabbed his arm.

      Su-Mi had been backed into a corner but, as the guard raised his baton, she thrust her fist into his rib cage and he roared in pain and anger, falling away from her and drawing his sidearm.

      "Mr. President!" Nathan called again.

      "I said silence!" Murphy yelled before turning briefly to the guard restraining Nathan. "If he says another word, shoot him. Hero of the republic or no, I will not have insubordination!"

      The guard went for his sidearm and then spun around.

      "Put down your weapons."

      The voice was calm and assured and the gun was leveled at the president.

      "Jake!" Nathan said.

      Murphy's face burned red with wrath. "You traitor! You'll die at my hands for this."

      "Drop your weapon or the president dies," Jake said to Su-Mi's attacker.

      At a nod from Murphy, the gun fell to the floor with a metallic thud.

      Jacob Masters held the sidearm he'd pulled from the guard's holster. "Enough is enough," he said. "Nathan, will you deal with the guards and bring Luke out? The president is going to show us the way out."
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      Luke staggered along, leaning on Su-Mi's shoulder as Nathan held his weapon at the base of President Murphy's skull. The sheer lunacy of the situation gave it a dreamlike quality, but he knew that there was nothing to do other than see it through to the end. He wasn't concerned about anything other than the next minutes and getting off the base alive.

      The shout went up as they shuffled out of the president's room. Nathan kept so close to Murphy that he could mumble instructions into his ear. The biggest risk was that one of the guards would try to shoot him without hitting the president, so he kept Murphy between him and them as much as possible.

      He could feel the man shake as he held on to his jacket with his left hand, though he couldn't tell whether it was with fear or rage or, more likely, both.

      "Stand down!" Murphy croaked as guards drew their sidearms.

      "Tell them to throw their weapons into the corner," Nathan said.

      Murphy gave the order and Jake, who'd given his gun to Nathan, stooped to retrieve one for himself and a second for Su-Mi.

      Jake went a few paces ahead and opened the outer door. The sounds of normal life on the base drifted in—people walking to and fro, snatches of conversation and the rumble of vehicles on the road that ran alongside the historic fort. They'd struck lucky with that, at least. The president's sense of the theatrical had led him to choose an unwise location that was far less secure than a modern military base.

      Nathan scanned the area outside and pointed at a black SUV. The driver, who sat smoking with the door open, leaped out as the group approached, shadowed by a growing number of base personnel.

      "Just give it up," Murphy said over his shoulder. "You can't get away."

      "It's too late for that, John," Nathan said.

      "Too late for you."

      Luke stumbled and Jake ran back to help Su-Mi support him. Revulsion spread across his face as he tried to avoid touching the slick of blood that stained Luke's shirt. He shot a glance at Murphy that was so full of hate that Nathan barely recognized the naive young man he thought he knew. With his spare arm, Jake kept his handgun pointed at the president's head.

      They moved toward the SUV, stepping in pools of light created by the construction lamps dotted around the parking lot. The air smelled of diesel and cigarettes and a gentle breeze brought a wet cool from the coast to tickle their skin.

      Nathan got into the driver's seat and ordered Murphy into the center seat behind, with Su-Mi on one side and Jake on the other. Luke curled up in the passenger seat. Nathan wound down the window. "Anyone follows us, the first person to die will be the president."

      A voice called out of the darkness, "What are you going to do with him?"

      "If he behaves himself, we'll let him go."

      "You know the commies are comin', don't ya? But maybe you're a commie lover. Maybe you don't care if the reds take over the country."

      Nathan turned the key in the car. "Listen, bud, I've seen them upfront and I've killed my fair share. If you want to be a patriot, then send forces to the west. Colonel Martinez needs you."

      He rolled the window up and stepped on the gas.

      

      No one spoke for what seemed like hours. Nathan was desperate to discuss where they should go and how they'd get away, but they couldn't do it with Murphy sitting there. And a burning resentment filled the space between him and his son as he sat with his eyes on the back of Luke's head.

      "They're following," Su-Mi said, glancing behind. "A long way back, but sometimes I see lights moving."

      "It seems they ignored your warning," Murphy said.

      "Or maybe they don't really care what happens to you," Nathan responded as he turned onto the interstate. He didn't believe that for a moment—if they truly didn't care, they'd either have left the president to his fate or they'd have driven them off the road already.

      No, they were following but at a distance, and that gave Nathan an idea. Quite suddenly, he turned off the headlights and cut left across the road and onto the stony desert sand. With a scraping thud, the car burst through the wire fencing that lined the road here and headed at high speed across the scrubland.

      They were thrown around as Nathan engaged the four-wheel drive. Luke moaned in agony as the front right tire hit a rock and he was thrust upwards against his safety belt.

      "What are you doing?" Murphy called, unable to hide the fear in his voice.

      "Losing us in the desert," Nathan responded. It was a lie—he'd driven the 10 before and he knew that it connected with the 385 heading for San Angelo. He had no plan beyond getting away and heading northeast , away from the North Koreans, the Chinese and the TLX. The places he'd called home his entire life were now either under occupation by invaders or in the hands of the despot sitting in the car behind him.

      Nathan slowed a little once they were well beyond the interstate. He didn't dare turn on the headlights yet as the land was flat here and they could be seen for miles around. The moon gave scant light as it sat behind the clouds, so he was reduced to picking his way through the desert, inching their way westward.

      

      "How long are you going to keep me hostage?" Murphy said as they rejoined the highway.

      "Haven't decided yet," Nathan said. "I'd get comfortable if I was you."

      Su-Mi touched his shoulder. "We should pull over soon, Nate. Luke needs tending."

      Nathan gave Luke a nudge. "You okay, Luke?" There was no response.

      Cursing under his breath, Nathan turned on the headlights and put his foot down. "Keep your eyes open. We're looking for something off the main road where we can hide the car. Damn it, I wanted to get a lot more miles ahead before stopping."

      "I know, but if we don't take a look at him, he might bleed to death."

      "There!" Jake called.

      The headlights had bounced off what looked like a barn with a rusty corrugated iron roof. Nathan turned onto the little lane that led to it and brought the SUV around the back.

      "You wait here," he said. "Keep a close eye on our guest."

      Nathan jumped out of the car, and, finding a flashlight in the trunk, drew his Glock and ran to the barn. The metal doors had been forced open and whatever had once been inside was now gone, leaving just the acrid aroma of cow manure. He flicked on the flashlight, being careful to keep the beam facing down and away from the road. The place was filthy, but a stack of hay bales lay on one side that could be fashioned into a makeshift bed. It would have to do.

      Su-Mi covered the president while Jake and Nathan carried the unresponsive Luke into the barn. They laid him down on the bales while Jake took over watching Murphy.

      "Do you have any medical training?" Nathan asked Su-Mi.

      She shook her head. "Nothing beyond what I learned in basic," she said, "but I know a sick person when I see one. He's had quite a beating."

      Nathan pulled Luke's shirt apart while Su-Mi shone the flashlight on him. Blue-black bruises spread across his chest, culminating in a seeping wheal on the right side of his ribs.

      "How could you let this happen?" Nathan said to Murphy. "How could you let someone beat your flesh and blood like this? And then leave him without medical treatment?"

      "He did it himself," Jake said. "I bet he did."

      Nathan locked eyes with the president and knew Jake was speaking the truth. Murphy had, at the very least, allowed it to happen but from his cold expression as he looked down on his son, Nathan could see not a hint of compassion. And this was the man they expected to unite them against the invaders.

      Nathan realized he should have known that this was the nature of their leader. His treatment of Maddie and Luke as a breeding pair to further his dynasty and then his abrupt abandonment of his son once the boy rebelled should have been evidence enough. But Nathan had selectively ignored the deliberate policies of separation and authoritarianism that would have signaled Murphy was a sociopath to anyone willing to listen. He'd decided that the president was the lesser of the evils facing the fledgling TLX and ignored the mounting evidence that he was a monster.

      "I think he's bleeding internally," Su-Mi said. "He hasn't lost that much blood from this wound, but I think something's been ruptured inside."

      "What can we do?" Jake asked, keeping his eyes on the president.

      Su-Mi looked up at him. "We can make him comfortable and give him fluids, but he'll either heal or he won't."

      Nathan could see from her expression which of those was the more likely. They didn't have time to sit at the sick man's side to wait for him to expire. Every minute they stayed here increased the chance they'd be discovered but there was no question of moving him. And no question of them abandoning Luke. Because they weren't monsters.

      

      Jake had drifted off to sleep as Nathan sat watching Murphy dozing. Luke's breathing had become more and more shallow and the first hints of the approaching dawn could be seen through gaps in the metal roof.

      With a heave, Luke choked and cried out. Nathan sprung to his feet, and Su-Mi stirred, taking Luke's hand as he tried to sit up. "No, Luke. Rest!"

      Luke looked around in the gloom, his pale face a stark contrast to the darkness around them. "Father," he whispered.

      Murphy looked up at Nathan who nodded and helped him to his feet.

      Raising his hand, Luke's face twisted in pain.

      "Isn't there anything we can do?" Jake asked desperately.

      "Father!"

      Murphy stepped towards the hay bales on which his son lay and took Luke's hand.

      "I'm…sorry…" Luke said.

      The president leaned down as if he were going to plant a kiss on Luke's forehead.

      He spat on his son's face.

      "No!" Jake leaped at the man, grabbing him around the neck and forcing him to the floor. Murphy rolled over, his greater bulk and training giving him an immediate edge. He sat across Jake who brought his knee up and, with a roar, propelled Murphy from him before scrambling across the floor to where his handgun lay.

      He swept up the sidearm, pushed his right hand down onto Murphy's chest and pressed the gun against his temple.

      "Stop!" Nathan said, pushing Jake to one side.

      Jake leaped up and rushed at Nathan, flailing out at him in his fury. "You saw what he did! Let me kill him!"

      A cry echoed around the inside of the barn and Nathan rolled away to see Murphy rising from behind Jake, holding the handgun he'd dropped and leveling it at the boy.

      "You know what the penalty is for attempted assassination of a president?" he hissed.

      A shot punched the darkness. "Put the gun down, Murphy."

      Su-Mi stood with her gun pointing directly at the president's head. "Your son's dead," she said. "Which makes you a murderer. What is the penalty for murder in the TLX? Now, put the gun down."

      Murphy slowly raised his arms, stepped back a little and dropped his sidearm to the ground, his face contorted in hate.

      Helping Jake up, Nathan pulled the boy to him. "You should have let me kill him!"

      "Not you, son. Not you," Nathan said, gently. He locked eyes with Su-Mi and they exchanged a tiny nod.

      Su-Mi's weapon spoke and the President of the TLX fell lifeless to the floor.

      She stood over him and touched his throat. "'Do not suffer a monster to live'," she hissed. "It is an old Korean proverb, from one traitor to another."

      

      They didn't have time to give Luke the decent burial he deserved, so they dug a shallow grave in the sand and gently lowered him into it.

      Nathan filled in the grave with Jake while Su-Mi watched beyond them to the road.

      "You know, he was the unifying force here. We've just made it much easier for the Chinese and North Koreans by taking him out."

      "Maybe," Su-Mi said, "but some crimes cannot be forgiven. He fatally wounded his son and then, when the boy wanted comfort, Murphy spat on him. The more power a beast like that has, the greater his crimes will become."

      Luke's body disappeared beneath the sand and stones as they worked. When they'd finished, the sun appeared on the horizon and they stood for a moment in silent contemplation of a young life lost.

      "What happened to your old uniform?" Nathan asked.

      "It's in my pack," Su-Mi said, surprised. "Why?"

      Nathan threw his shovel down and began to walk back to the barn. "We need to leave a message for whoever finds him."

      And so, as they drove back onto the main highway, looking for a side road into the desert, the body of President John Murphy lay with a red star pinned to his chest.

      "He was killed by a North Korean, after all," Nathan said. "Perhaps it'll be enough to unite the TLX behind a new leader. Hatred can be a pretty effective glue, for a time at least. Let's hope they look for revenge in the west."

      

      And so, the three of them headed northwest. Nathan knew that they had a short time to get as many miles between them and the inevitable pursuit as possible.

      "I was an idiot," Jake said, finally breaking the silence after what had seemed like hours. "I believed in him, in the TLX."

      "You can carry on believing in the TLX, Jake," Nathan said. "And plenty of folks were taken in by Murphy, including me. Don't blame yourself."

      "It was when I saw what he'd done to his own son that I realized. And then I thought how he treated Maddie like an animal. I thought he'd honored her by making her marry his son, but he hated Luke. What sort of a father treats his son like that? Mine never would."

      The tears flowed then, as Jake spoke of his family—his mother, sister and grandfather who, as far as he knew, were still alive, and his father who had probably died in New York. "I wasn't nice to Pa," he said. "I thought he couldn't wait to get away and go live in the big city. I thought he hated us, but he was a good father. I wish I could see him again."

      Nathan put his hand on Jake's arm as they drove north, destination unknown.
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      Paulie could taste the blood leaking from her nose as she braced herself for the next blow. It didn't come. Instead, a now familiar voice spoke.

      "Is that not enough, Sheriff?" it said in perfect, though slightly accented, English. "Is it not time to cease your stubborn resistance and answer my questions?"

      She peered up at him through her better eye. "I've told you everything I know." It was a lie. She knew it and so did he.

      He wore the uniform of an officer in the People's Liberation Army. His spotless jacket, with its perfectly pressed creases, hid the sadistic heart of an interrogator. Though he hadn't touched her. She imagined that he would proudly proclaim that he never hurt women. He simply ordered others to do that. Paulie's injuries, therefore, had been inflicted by a large Chinese woman whose overt brutality contrasted with his cold cruelty.

      She'd been kept in a basement of the department store since she and Tucker had been captured and brought into this room three times now, to be asked the same questions over and over.

      "You have seen the Reaper before, that is obvious from the accounts of my guards," he continued. "I wish to know how this can be since you have clearly come from outside. I am told that you ran away when your town came under attack. Perhaps it took those many weeks for you to find the courage to scurry back and seek to steal from us."

      Her gaze didn't flinch as their eyes met. His, like hers, were brown, but there was no sign of a human soul dwelling within.

      "You may not be aware, but your comrade, Mr. Tucker, has been quite cooperative."

      "In your dreams."

      "So, there really is no need for any further…discomfort. We simply ask for you to—what is the word? Ah, yes—corroborate his account."

      "What did he say?"

      The interrogator shook his head with fake regret. "If I told you that, your confirmation would not be independent, now would it?"

      "Let me ask you something," Paulie said.

      "Go ahead."

      "If I cooperate, what will happen to us?"

      His eyes widened, just a touch, as he sensed capitulation. "Your suffering will end, Sheriff."

      "In front of a firing squad?"

      The expression hardened again. "That is not my decision, Sheriff. But if you wish the pain to end, you must answer my questions. Where have you seen the Reaper before?"

      Paulie gazed up into those pitiless eyes. "As I told you, that was the first time I'd seen one. I could see that it was a drone, but that's all."

      He looked across at the woman with the baton and gave a curt nod.

      As Paulie braced herself, the door was flung open and Custer Petrov, owner of the department store rushed in, flanked by two of his goons. The interrogator spun around as Petrov froze when he caught sight of Paulie.

      "What is the meaning of this interruption?" Liang roared, the mask abandoned.

      "Major Liang. I apologize. We have trouble in upper floor." Petrov spoke to the interrogator, but his eyes flicked to Paulie.

      "You are responsible for internal security, are you not?" Liang said. "My men are not to be used for petty squabbles."

      Petrov's cheeks colored as he shook his owl-like head. "There are too many, Major. You limit my forces too much. Only four on duty at one time, you tell me. Not enough."

      "Very well. Use whatever means necessary to regain full control. And I expect you to punish the transgressors severely. That is the only means of ensuring discipline, Petrov. You understand?"

      Petrov nodded, and then his eyes moved to Paulie again.

      "Custer," she said.

      "Be silent!" Liang snapped, turning on her.

      "I hope that whatever they're paying you is worth it," Paulie called, looking past the major. "But maybe treachery comes cheap these days."

      "I had no choice! Cooperate or die, and others die too."

      "Get out!" Liang said, as his carefully choreographed interrogation fell apart.

      "You're quite the hero, Custer," Paulie called to his retreating back. "I'm sure the People's Republic is very proud of you."

      The door slammed behind him and Paulie heard the heavy footsteps of the big woman with the club.

      

      When she was pushed back into her cell, she found she wasn't alone. Strong arms grabbed her as she stumbled. "Sheriff!"

      "Marvin?" she croaked, allowing him to support her weight.

      Tucker cursed under his breath, then held her upright to examine her. Pain spread across Paulie's face from one side to the other. "Animals! Looks like your nose is broken, Sheriff."

      "Paulie," she managed. "Call me Paulie."

      She looked into his face and saw that he'd been beaten almost as thoroughly as she had. She felt her eyes water and they embraced, each drawing strength from the other.

      "They kept askin' me about somethin' called a Reaper," he said as they rocked gently. "Wouldn't believe I didn't have the first clue what they were talkin' about."

      Paulie withdrew and looked into his kind eyes. "They asked me, too. They seem to think they're the only ones who've got Reapers. I got us into this mess, Marvin, I'm sorry. But I was so amazed when I saw it there."

      "So, you really have seen one before?"

      Paulie gave her head a tiny shake before reaching up and grabbing her ear lobe. It took some theatrics before Marvin understood. The room might be bugged. Perhaps, having failed to extract the information through brutality, they'd decided to opt for something more subtle.

      "No," Paulie said out loud. "I don't know any more than you do."

      Tucker helped her over to the single cot against the wall. She collapsed onto it and wiped her eyes. Paulie reckoned she and Tucker had been the two toughest SOBs in Arbroath before the attack, but everyone has their breaking point.

      "What d'you think they're planning to do with us?"

      Paulie gave a grim chuckle. "Oh, I think we'll be lined up against a wall, Marvin. And sooner rather than later."

      "And that don't scare you?"

      She looked up at him. "Of course it does, Marvin. Unless you've got some genius plan to get us out of here that you can communicate to me in sign language."

      "Afraid not, Sheriff. I was hopin' you'd pull somethin' out of your butt."

      She shook her head and Marvin came to sit beside her as they waited in silence for the next act of the play.

      

      Paulie woke from a doze as Marvin nudged her. "Someone's coming."

      Footsteps stopped outside the door which then opened to reveal Custer Petrov. Beyond him stood one of his bodyguards and a Chinese soldier, but he left them both behind as he came inside, and dragged the solitary wooden chair to the center of the room. The door slammed shut behind him and he sat looking at them silently.

      "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kick you into the afterlife, Petrov," Paulie said, feeling the rage rise again.

      He put his hands up as if surprised at her vitriol. "I do not command here. Major, he ordered torture," he said. Paulie had noticed that the more stressed he was, the stronger his Russian accent.

      "You were quick enough to be the puppet leader when Arbroath was taken."

      "What else could I do? They say I run the place or they do. I protect people. What do you think would happen to ones who cannot be moved? Hospital is full of old and weak."

      Marvin scoffed at this. "And you're the great savior, is that it? Come off it, Custer, if there ain't a dollar in it, you ain't gonna do it."

      "You're right," Paulie said. "He's screwing the people he's supposed to be protecting. But tell me, Custer, now we can all see each other for who they are, what are you doing here?"

      Petrov pulled a piece of cloth from his pocket and wiped his forehead. "The major, he will kill the patients, one by one, if you do not tell him what he wants to know. He thinks, maybe, you speak easier to me than him."

      "Why would I want to speak to a collaborator?" Paulie spat. "You work for a monster; do you know that? A monster who won't believe that I don't know the answers to his questions. A monster who would do this to me." She ran her hand across her bruised face.

      Petrov brushed the sweat from his eyes and shook his head. "I do not like to see you hurt, Sheriff. Not good to hit women."

      "And yet you allow it to carry on? Are you waiting for us to be beaten to death or lined up in front of a wall? Then you can forget we were here?"

      "No, it is not like that. Friedman and Rutz, they not talk either. I could not save them."

      "What happened to them?"

      "Rutz is dead. Friedman is in hospital bed. She will be first to die if you not talk."

      Paulie slumped and wrapped her hands around her head as she felt the darkness rising to engulf her. She felt Marvin's hand on her back.

      "We ain't talkin' Custer," he said. "But maybe it's time for you to decide which side you're on."

      "What can I do?" he blustered.

      Paulie raised her head again and looked into his frightened eyes. "Be a man, Custer. Be a man."

      The door burst open and two Chinese soldiers ran in, grabbed Petrov under the arms before marching him out of the room. As he left, his head twisted back to where they sat on the little bed.

      "I am sorry," he called as the door slammed shut again.

      

      An hour later, the door opened again to admit Major Liang flanked by four guards.

      "Are you ready to answer my questions, Sheriff?"

      "I can't," Paulie said, feeling adrenaline surging again at the sight of the man. "I've answered all those I can, Major."

      He sighed, then signaled to the guards. Two dragged Paulie to her feet and the other pair grabbed Marvin and hauled him upright.

      "Where are we going?" she asked, unable to hide the fear in her voice.

      Liang ignored her, merely spinning on his heels and leading them out of the room that had become their cell. Paulie found herself wishing she'd had the courage to relieve herself in the bucket with Marvin there. Just one more source of discomfort and pain in a body that felt as though it had nothing left to give.

      They were marched along a dark corridor in the basement, up a flight of metal stairs and out into the bright daylight. Paulie shivered in the sudden chill after the stuffy warmth of the cell and allowed herself to be guided around the corner to the side of the building. She felt as though she were in the middle of a dream, just waiting to wake up and find that this was all nothing but a nightmare.

      Nicky Friedman stood against the brick wall. She was clothed in a hospital gown and leaned back as if needing the wall's support to remain upright. Paulie gasped when she saw the ruin that Friedman's face had become, her all-American good looks and blonde hair destroyed. But not her spirit. Friedman expressed no surprise when she recognized Paulie and Marvin. Her face remained impassive, as if she had been dosed with sedatives.

      At a nod from Liang, two of their guards detached themselves and went to join the pair who were lined up in front of Friedman. They stood at attention, awaiting the command.

      Custer Petrov was also there. Paulie assumed he'd been given the job of bringing Friedman here to face her death. His round face was gray with terror as he beckoned to his two guards to follow him.

      "No, Petrov," Liang barked. "You will remain and witness what happens to those who oppose the People's Republic of China."

      Petrov slunk into a position behind the firing squad as Paulie and Marvin watched from just behind the major.

      "Now, you have one final opportunity to answer my questions, Sheriff. I believe you, at least, know something of our secret weapon and I require you to tell me or your deputy here will die."

      "You expect me to believe you'll spare us if I tell you what you want to know?"

      An evil smile crept across his face. "No, you at least will face the firing squad, Sheriff. But if you satisfy me, I will order the release of your deputies."

      She felt Marvin tense. "You don't believe this maniac, do you?" he murmured as Liang turned back to the firing squad and barked an order in Chinese. The soldiers raised their weapons.

      Paulie exchanged a glance with Marvin, trying to point to the guards behind them with her eyes. It was a desperate move, but she wasn't prepared to stand and watch her friend die without trying to intervene. She thought he gave a tiny nod, but then Liang raised his hand to the firing squad and called over his shoulder, "This is your final warning, Sheriff. Cooperate now, or she dies, followed by your accomplice."

      Friedman let out a desperate moan as she seemed to finally register the guns pointing at her and shrank against the wall.

      "Very well," Liang said, before drawing in a deep breath, "Hu—"

      Paulie stabbed back with her elbow and caught her guard in the midriff, the man folded with a moan and fell to the floor as Marvin's fist connected with his guard's jaw.

      In the same instant, Liang's arm fell and shots rang out. But Friedman still stood cowering against the wall as two members of the firing squad fell to the ground. Paulie leaped at Liang, but he slipped out of her grip as Marvin wrestled with one of the guards for control of his weapon.

      As Liang spun away, Paulie grabbed his handgun and felled her guard who was struggling to his feet. All this had happened in a few seconds and the surviving members of the firing squad were taking cover. More shots, and now Paulie could see that they were coming from the window of the room they'd hidden in two days before.

      "Wally!" she called.

      Two huge shapes emerged from the shadows, followed by Custer Petrov. They fell upon the remaining soldiers, beating them with their bare hands and shouting curses in Russian as Petrov grabbed their weapons.

      Marvin silenced his opponent with a final mighty punch and then looked up. "He's getting away!"

      Paulie aimed at the retreating back of Liang, but her shot with the unfamiliar Chinese weapon went wide.

      "Cease fire!" she called, waving to the open window that hid Wally Hammond who, it seemed, was a deadly accurate shot. Four Chinese soldiers lay dead and two others wounded.

      "Marvin, deal with the survivors," she barked.

      "What d'you mean, Sheriff? Finish 'em off?"

      "No! Tie them up and throw them in one of the shops opposite, we'll deal with them later."

      She ran over to Friedman and embraced her. "It's okay, Nicky," she murmured. "We're here. You're safe."

      Wally's friend Maggie came scampering across the street and guided Friedman away.

      Paulie broke off and ran back toward the department store entrance, a sudden dreadful thought cutting through every other.

      "Where are you goin'?" Marvin called.

      "We've got to get Liang!" she replied. "Petrov, bring your men! Come on!"

      In her mind's eye, she saw the Reaper. Liang would have the codes to activate it and if that thing got loose, they would all die.
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      Wright-Patterson Air Force Base had been transformed since Solly had last been there on his journey back from Arbroath. Where it had once been a rump of its former self, with personnel occupying only one small defensible corner, it had now expanded outwards as the call to arms was answered by service personnel, veterans and volunteers.

      "I'm sorry about the boy," Colonel McBride said as he watched his assistant, a young lieutenant by the name of Khan, pour the coffee.

      Solly sighed. "I appreciate your doctors taking a look at him. At least we know it's unlikely to get any worse."

      "Or any better," McBride said. "Do you wish to leave him here in our care?"

      "I do, but he won't even consider it."

      McBride sipped at his coffee. "Does he have a choice in the matter?"

      "Call it cowardice if you like, but I'm not going to refuse to take him along with me. Last time I did that, I lost someone I loved dearly."

      "Janice. Yes, I understand the desire to keep family close."

      The colonel's normally impassive face softened and Solly thought he saw his eyes moisten. "So many people have lost so much," McBride continued. "But we must look to the future, such as it is. Will you do as I ask?"

      "I will. We're heading south and I'm happy to leave a trail of transmitters behind us."

      "Good. Sheriff Ramos has done a good job to the west and we have others heading to all points of the compass. Events are moving quickly, Mr. Masters, and we must have information if we are to act. We are the ears and eyes of the new government."

      Solly swallowed a mouthful of coffee—hand roasted if he was any judge. "What's the latest from DC?"

      McBride's eyes narrowed a little. "Well, I suppose I can be frank with you. I'd be happier if you were a military man, Mr. Masters—"

      "Oh, I doubt that, Colonel," Solly said with a smile. "I think I'd make a pretty lousy soldier."

      "Once, maybe. The first time we met, I dismissed you as just one more agent of chaos I didn't need, but you have changed. The fact that you came here rather than taking the direct route to Texas proves that you are thinking more strategically and of more than just yourself."

      Solly shrugged, feeling his cheeks warm at the unexpected compliment. "I wanted Ross to be examined by a qualified doctor and, in any case, I'd hoped your tech guys would be able to reactivate Alison."

      "Yes, that's been disappointing. But, as for DC, it's resisting the Lee Corp's stranglehold so far, but there's growing unrest as more and more people come in. It seems DC's been reinforced by a contingent from the Pennsylvania National Guard—also your doing, I believe. You are something of a catalyst, Mr. Masters. DC can survive for a while at least, but we need intelligence if we're to act against the Lee Corporation and our other enemies."

      Downing the last of his coffee, Solly said, "I certainly seem to attract trouble everywhere I go, Colonel, so the sooner I'm back on the road, the better."

      

      They headed south on I-675, skirting the eastern side of Dayton and aiming for the 75 which would take them to Cincinnati. The first ten miles of roads had been cleared by McBride's forces and the suburbs they passed through also seemed to be organized and well kept. Many people heading for DC from the south and west had stopped here, in the protective shadow of the base, and were reestablishing the city piece by piece.

      Soon enough, however, they were on Route 75 and, by nightfall, they'd arrived at McBride's forward base on the north side of the Ohio River. A detachment of around one hundred soldiers had occupied a gas station opposite a hotel that they were using for accommodation.

      Solly pulled the Humvee into the forecourt and was half-blinded by an arc light that was turned in their direction. A face appeared at the door, and Solly was aware of rifle muzzles pointed at him from the darkness. He handed over the pass and orders McBride had given him and watched as the sentry examined them under a flashlight and then peered suspiciously into the vehicle.

      "Please get out of the vehicle while we search it," he said with a brusqueness that, Solly thought, didn't quite hide an edge of fear.

      Hands raised, Solly and Vivian got down.

      "You too!" the sentry called out to Ross, who'd sat motionless.

      "He can't walk," Solly said quietly. "Give us a moment to get him out."

      They felt suspicious eyes on them as they pulled the wheelchair out of the back and unfolded it. "Come on, son," Solly said as he helped a red-faced Ross down from the passenger's seat and into the chair.

      Half a dozen personnel swooped on the Humvee, one checking the outside, one beneath and four the interior. "Clear," they called in turn.

      "You may proceed," the sentry said, "but all weapons must be left in the vehicle. You may refuel, then park over there and report to Lieutenant Bryant across the road."

      "Thank you," Solly said. He thought he saw a flicker on the man's face, but the mask was on tight. He looked as though he was barely functioning, but whether that was due to stress or lack of sleep, he couldn't tell. The poor devil had probably only pulled a military uniform on for the first time after the Long Night. He'd probably been an accountant in the old world.

      Solly examined a sooty patch on the outer wall of the hotel and a mound of debris beside the entrance as his pass was again checked by a guard before he was shown inside.

      Lieutenant Bryant came out of the office he'd commandeered and offered a weary hand to Solly.

      "Have we arrived at a bad time?" Solly asked.

      "What? Oh. Yes," Bryant responded. "We're at FPCON Charlie. There was an attack on the hotel yesterday. No friendly casualties, but they tried to ram the main entrance."

      "No wonder your sentries are jittery. Would it be better if we left immediately?"

      Bryant scribbled a signature on the clipboard he was carrying and handed it to a waiting soldier. "Tell Kamau to bring the guard rotation forward an hour," he said before returning the salute and watching the man march off.

      "Honestly Mr…I'm sorry…"

      "Solly Masters, Lieutenant."

      Bryant nodded and then tried to crack a smile, but only succeeded in making his exhaustion all the more obvious. "Of course. It would be safer for you to be elsewhere, I think. My advice is to get across the river and south of the city before you stop for the night. Even a Humvee isn't safe in the city."

      "What's going on here?"

      "I'm not sure," Bryant said, shrugging. "We set up the outpost to guard the gas station. We've been using it as a fuel dump for operations to the south of Wright-Patt. Some of the local politicians have been trying to set up an administration and they welcomed us; we even provided some gas to the local population. Then yesterday's attack happened, completely out of the blue."

      "Any idea why?"

      He shook his head. "No. One driver in a van. We didn't find anything on him or in the vehicle, except the IED on the driver's seat."

      "I've got a bad feelin' about this place, Solly," Vivian said, tugging on his arm. "Let's go. We can camp somewhere once we're out of the city."

      Solly couldn't help thinking she was right. He was not a sensitive soul, himself, and had always been suspicious of gut feelings and intuition, but his spider sense was tingling.

      "Perhaps some people don't like the idea of any sort of normality being established," Bryant said, as if he hadn't heard Vivian's words. "We're only trying to help."

      "Have you contacted Colonel McBride?"

      "Yes, we should have reinforcements tomorrow. Good luck, Mr…"

      "Masters," Solly said, shaking hands with the officer before grabbing the handles of Ross's chair and swinging him around.

      The lieutenant was marching back to his office before they'd left the building.

      "This place gives me the creeps," Ross said as he was guided across the road, aware they were being watched by guards in every direction.

      The sentry who'd greeted them earlier had received directions by radio and was waiting for them when they walked into the forecourt. He escorted them to the Humvee and helped Ross get back into the passenger seat.

      "Thanks," Solly said as they stepped back.

      The guard nodded and Solly put out his hand then noticed movement over the guard's shoulder.

      "Who's that?"

      A figure in black was walking with determined purpose towards the gas pumps, from the direction of the river.

      The guard spun around and immediately went for his sidearm. "Halt!" he called, running off into the darkness.

      Without thinking, Solly grabbed his Glock out of the glove compartment and sprinted after him.

      The figure in black appeared from behind the forecourt, ignoring all orders to stop.

      Shots punched the darkness and the figure stumbled backwards but then righted itself and moved forward again. Bulletproof vest!

      It appeared between two pillars and Solly realized he was the only one with a clear shot. He raised his Glock, aiming for the legs. Then he saw. The figure was female, there could be no doubt about it. What had he become, that he would open fire on a woman?

      Whatever he'd become, he squeezed the trigger just as she plunged her hand into a pocket and she was instantly engulfed in a thunderous ball of flame that expanded in all directions. Solly dived sideways and ended up in a heap behind a trash can as heat licked at his boots. Stinking smoke filled his lungs and he retched before pushing his face to the ground and sucking in cleaner air. Cries erupted from all around as he pulled himself to his feet.

      The sentry who'd helped Ross into the car was on the ground. He'd been closer to the woman and had taken the full brunt of the fireball.

      "I can't feel anything!" he was crying, over and over. The skin of his face was a blackened ruin and any moment now the pain would engulf him, followed by the threat of shock.

      "Solly! You okay?" Vivian was calling out to him and Solly could also hear Ross's voice in the distance.

      "I'm fine. Get a medic, quick!"

      She had hardly run five paces when the guard gripped Solly's hand. "John. My name's John Summerton."

      "Okay, John. We're going to get help."

      "How are the others?"

      "I haven't checked them," Solly said. "I didn't want to leave you."

      "You did the right thing. Any closer and the whole gas station would have gone up. Go help the others."

      Solly hauled himself to his feet and ran over to the nearest prone form.  He didn't need to get too close to know that he couldn't help that soldier.

      He heard the thudding of boots and a figure bent down to examine the third soldier before almost immediately getting up again and running over to Solly.

      "Are you hurt?"

      "No. This one's gone, but Summerton's alive," Solly said, pointing behind him.

      After no more than a cursory glance at the body, the medic passed Solly who got up just in time to see Lieutenant Bryant running through the clearing smoke.

      "Form a perimeter!" he barked as the rest of his contingent fanned out.

      "Be careful," Solly said, "Vivian and Ross are over there."

      "What happened?" Bryant said.

      "Suicide bomber. Aiming for the gas pumps."

      The medic appeared on Solly's shoulder. "Summerton should live, but we need to get him inside, sir."

      When Bryant had barked his orders, the medic said, "He wants to give his report, sir."

      Bryant nodded and Solly watched as he knelt beside Summerton's form, leaning close to listen.

      "It seems we have you to thank for preventing total disaster here, Mr. Masters," Bryant said, all the weariness and indecision banished by adrenaline.

      "Two men are dead," Solly responded. "If I'd shot sooner…"

      Bryant took his hand and shook it. "I knew those men and no one in this twisted new world will mourn their deaths more than me, but if you hadn't taken that action, we'd have lost far more people and a strategic fuel supply. I'm going to get Summerton inside and leave him with the medic and one guard. The rest of us are going to put a ring of steel around this dump. I can't order you to help, but I'd sure appreciate it."

      

      Bryant had a dozen personnel—not counting Solly, Vivian and Ross—and a military transport, so his ring of steel was badly perforated. He arranged his forces in pairs, each of which was tasked with building some sort of cover for themselves from whatever they could find.

      Solly helped them move three rusting cars from the road, each placed on one side of a square surrounding the gas pumps with the Humvee completing the perimeter. Their vehicle had been fitted with an access hatch in the roof, though it had no minigun, and he kneeled on his pack so he could poke just enough of his head out to see without presenting too big a target.

      The night inched past, the only sound being the hum of the generators that were powering the construction lamps sweeping their surroundings for any sign of movement. They had one infrared scanner which was passed around each side, but they'd seen nothing since the attack. The medic had done his best to shovel up her remains, but blood and pulverized body parts were still scattered across the asphalt.

      Why had she done it? What was the motivation for blowing up a fuel dump? Especially one that was distributing at least some of the gas to the local community.

      "Intruders, I wish to speak to your leader!"

      Solly's head snapped around, trying to locate the source of the voice. It had come from the direction he was facing, and it sounded as though it was amplified.

      Lieutenant Bryant appeared beside the Humvee. Solly could see him using its hood for cover as he, too, searched for the voice. "Who are you?" he called out.

      "Who I am is unimportant," it continued, and Solly was now able to pinpoint a single-story building beyond the range of the lights, probably a fast food restaurant. "What matter is who we are. We are the Children of Revelation and we will not allow you to stand in the way of our purpose!"

      There was something familiar about the voice.

      "What is your purpose?" Bryant asked.

      "You support those who would wish to restore the ways of the sinful past. You support the perverted government in DC. We cannot allow it to take root. The world must be prepared for the end of days. Retreat and we will spare you, fight and you will die. For we are many."

      Bryant glanced up at Solly, who shrugged. He felt as though he ought to recognize the speaker, but also knew that he wasn't from here.

      "We are ordered to secure this facility for the military and the common good," Bryant called. "We do not wish to harm anyone, but if you approach us, we will use deadly force."

      "The common good? The end of days is coming and the world must be cleansed! The people must be brought low so that they welcome the new Earth that will arise when the righteous ascend. You have made your choice."

      "Lieutenant!" Another voice called across the forecourt. "We've got incoming!"

      Shapes ran into the patchy illumination of the construction lights, heading for the perimeter. "My God, there are hundreds!" Solly said.
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      "They're unarmed!"

      The shapes were walking slowly towards the perimeter, their unified chants forming a backing track to the urgent calls of the defenders.

      "Lieutenant, they have no weapons. What are your orders, sir?"

      "Do we open fire?"

      From his vantage point, Solly could see them inching closer and closer. It was as if they'd been hidden in the landscape waiting for their leader to signal for them to begin the attack. If walking and singing can be called an attack. As they got closer, the circle contracted and they were able to join hands. Above it all, Solly could hear their leader, exhorting them to do their duty to their creator. And he still couldn't place the voice.

      "Warning shots only!" Bryant called.

      Immediately, the air was punctuated by rounds fired over the heads of the walkers.

      "Some of them must have weapons," Solly shouted down to Bryant. The problem was, they couldn't know which. "Don't you have any tear gas?"

      "No," Bryant shouted. "We weren't expecting to have to do crowd control. I haven't seen this many civilians together since this all started."

      Solly's subconscious flashed an image into his mind's eye like an impatient child jumping up and down to attract the teacher's attention. The last time he'd encountered so many people outside a military base was…yes, back in New York. He, Ross and Janice had been trying to get out of the city in the days after the Long Night, and they'd stumbled across…a community on Broadway. And the head of that community…

      "I know who their leader is!" Solly called. He dropped down into the Humvee where Ross and Vivian were staring out at the approaching crowd. "If they get too close, Viv, drive away. Don't risk yourselves for the sake of a fuel dump."

      "They're not going to run away," Ross said, pointing at Bryant who was shooting high from the hood of the Humvee.

      "They're soldiers, following orders. You're not. Promise me you'll go if I don't come back quickly."

      Ross nodded and took Solly's hand. "Where are you going?"

      "Remember that religious group in New York? That's him. That's Pastor Fisher."

      "I thought Janice had killed him!"

      Solly shook his head. "The devil looks after his own, Ross. He's the key to this. I'm going to finish what Janice started." As he said this, his throat closed up and he choked back a tear, pulling Ross into a brief embrace.

      He left his assault rifle with a puzzled Vivian, pulled the door open and jumped out.

      

      Suddenly, his thirst for revenge had coalesced into a single target. Pastor John Fisher had led a repressive religious community based in a hotel in New York. He'd tried to force himself on Janice but, in the end, they'd escaped, and she'd left him with a knife wound to the groin. It should have been enough to kill him but Solly was happy it hadn't.

      He knew that the Lee Corporation was the bigger villain, and that he would have to face it sooner or later. But that felt like a mission he was obliged to attempt with little hope of success. Dealing with Fisher, on the other hand, was something for the here and now. Killing him would bring one small measure of relief. At least, he hoped so. And he had no doubt that the world would be a better place without him and his particular brand of post-apocalyptic craziness in it.

      Carrying the Glock in his right hand, he crouched as he scampered through the pools of light and into the darkness. He stopped for a moment to allow his eyes to adjust and then he saw them—shapes coming toward him. Only yards away.

      They were all women and they formed an almost continuous fence as they walked slowly, hand in hand, towards the waiting soldiers. They sang a psalm and many wore an ecstatic expression though others looked terrified, as if they were being propelled forward by those around them or some other force.

      The cry went up as he darted for one of the few remaining gaps.

      "A demon!" one called.

      "Catch him!"

      The line broke up as many figures stumbled toward him, looking to cut him off. Solly freed up his hands by stowing the Glock in a pocket—he wasn't going to shoot at unarmed women whatever the provocation. He hadn't fallen that low.

      Hands grabbed at him as he plunged through the closing gap, but he ripped himself away and was out into the open air beyond, pulling the gun from his pocket as he tried to orient himself. He'd have lost himself in the dark had the voice not risen again.

      "Stay firm to your purpose, soldiers of the end times! Form the righteous ring and enclose our enemies. Onward!"

      Solly located the direction and plunged on. He had no idea how far away the speaker was, as his voice was obviously amplified, but he had to be close enough to see that the circle had broken momentarily, while too far away to tell that someone had broken through.

      So, Solly had the advantage, but he had no time. Shots rang out and he knew that it was only a matter of moments before Bryant would order his troops to shoot or the attackers would get within the defensive circle. Either way, one side or the other would be massacred. He ran on, flitting around the cars that littered the road on the other side of the gas station and towards the rectangular building, black upon a dark sky.

      When he was no more than fifty yards away, he saw dim lights moving behind a window in the side of the building. That was where Fisher was watching from. Out of harm's way as he allowed his acolytes to sacrifice themselves for whatever deluded cause he'd attached himself to.

      Or, at least, he thought he was safe. Solly was about to make sure he was wrong about that. But he couldn't simply aim for the moving lights because he might hit someone else and, while whoever was beyond that window probably deserved it, he couldn't be sure. Besides, he didn't want to risk missing Fisher. He had to die tonight.

      A crackle of gunshots from behind him rent the night and he ran on, reaching the wall of the building before running along it until he found an outer door. It was a restaurant and this was the staff entrance. It was open.

      He gagged on the stench from inside, but didn't allow his thoughts to dwell on whether it was rotting food or something else he could smell. As he stumbled in the dark, he was careful of where he put his feet. He was as certain as he could be that they hadn't come in this way, so he had the chance to surprise them.

      Solly reached the inner door of the kitchen and stood for a moment, listening. He could hear voices nearby, excited voices.

      "Are they inside yet?" It was Fisher's voice.

      "I don't know, they should be. I didn't think the troops would open fire, we may have lost many," another man responded.

      "So, they have risen to take their place in heaven before us, praise be to them! Their purpose is to be the forest within which your avenging angels hide themselves."

      "Then let us hope our operatives have not been gunned down. That was not our expectation."

      "Have faith, my friend," Fisher said.

      The other man grunted. "I have my own faith, Pastor, but I prefer to rely more on good planning. But I will be glad when we get confirmation that my operatives are in control."

      "It will be soon," Fisher responded. "And we will have taken the next step in destroying the festering remains of the old world and preparing the way for the new."

      Another round of rapid fire, followed by multiple gunshots. Solly imagined a last-ditch defense and the massacre of citizens and soldiers. He bit down his fear and lunged through the door.

      "Put down your weapons!"

      The two men at the window swung around in unison. Solly immediately recognized Fisher, his face twisted in surprise and rage. The other man was dressed in a black combat suit and stood clutching a walkie-talkie. He brought his other hand up and, without thinking, Solly pulled the trigger and the man dropped with a cry of pain as the report echoed around the room.

      Solly pointed the Glock back at Fisher. "Call them off, Fisher, or so help me God, I'll blow your head off!"

      "How dare you call upon the Lord! Blasphemy!"

      "Call them off!" Solly aimed just to the right of Fisher and blew the window out.

      Now the man was terrified. He lifted the microphone to his lips and called out, "Children of the end times. Return to protect your leader!"

      The gunshots from the forecourt became concentrated on one area. Presumably the operatives the other man had talked of were putting up a fight. Solly knew well enough who they worked for. As soon as he'd seen the black uniform he'd known. The Lee Corporation was behind this attack. It would suit them to sow chaos in areas they didn't yet control and they'd latched onto Fisher's troop of crazies to help them.

      "Tell me, Fisher, do you believe the filth that comes out of your mouth, or is it just another way of controlling people?"

      "What? What do you mean? I am a man of faith!"

      "Last time we met, you were running a community in New York, pretending to be a pastor. How did that work out for you in the end?"

      Solly could see Fisher squinting in the gloom, trying to make out the features of his opponent. Solly stepped a little closer, into the reflected light of the forecourt lights and, after a moment, Fisher's mouth dropped open.

      "You!" he said. "You were with her." His hands dropped to his groin. "She robbed me of my manhood."

      "She intended to rob you of your life," Solly snarled. "I stopped her, though I wish with all my heart I hadn't. Now, in her memory, I will finish the job."

      "She is dead?" Fisher cackled. "And rotting in Hell! But kill me, and my followers will rip you limb from limb. There is no escape, Mr. Nobody. Soon, you will join her in eternal damnation!"

      He knew Fisher spoke the truth, but he had to ask, "Why are you working with the Lee Corporation, Fisher?"

      The pastor seemed surprised by the question. "They…repaired me. My followers begged them to and they agreed. Since then, we have shared a vision of a world in chaos. This is but the latest action of many."

      "And what was their price?" As he said it, Solly knew the answer as certainly as if he'd seen with his own eyes. "They've had the new implants, haven't they? They’ve turned your acolytes into slaves.  You sacrificed the freedom of your followers so you could be saved."

      He could see it in the man's eyes. The women who were now rushing back to defend him wore the same implants the Reapers used to subdue and enslave the people they didn't kill. No doubt many believed in their holy mission, but others had walked into danger because it was either that or die instantly at the command of the Lee Corporation in the person of the man who lay dead on the floor at his feet.

      Solly felt pity for them, but none for Fisher. As he tightened his grip on the stock of the pistol, he saw Fisher realize, for the first time, that he was not going to receive mercy.

      Now was the moment for his first revenge. Janice would not have died in vain if her death had led to the extinction of this filth. He hesitated. He was Solly Masters. He was a father, a geek, the sort of man who wouldn’t hurt a fly. No. Not anymore. Now, he was the ghost of vengeance.

      Fisher’s eyes widened just as Solly pulled the trigger and he fell, lifeless to the floor.

      A tiny weight lifted from one shoulder as another, of equal mass, settled on the other.

      Now what? He could hear footsteps running towards the shattered window and cries of fear and anger. He couldn't shoot them and there was nowhere to hide, so he ran back into the stinking kitchen and exploded out of the door.

      His only chance was to make it back to the forecourt and hope that Bryant's soldiers had survived the attack. Something launched itself out of the darkness and Solly felt himself thrown to one side. He cried out as he hit the ground and desperately tried to shield himself from the blows raining down on him.

      Another weight fell onto his body and he could feel nails ripping at his face. He kicked out and one attacker fell backward while he pushed at the other. Rolling over, he got to his feet, but a wail split the night and suddenly he was surrounded by a dozen snarling women, some of them carrying rocks, others having liberated knives from the kitchen. They fell upon him and he disappeared beneath a pile of vengeful, enraged women, each trying to be the one to strike the fatal blow.

      Something heavy slammed down onto Solly's arm and he yelled so loud, he didn't hear the engine roar to a halt beside him. Gunshots, then some of the weight disappeared sideways before another body flung itself on top of him and flailed at his attackers.

      "Ross!" Solly cried as the boy's face appeared out of the mass of hateful bodies.

      A rifle butt swung through the air and knocked the final attacker away. Vivian helped him up, though he fell back again as pain shocked through his arm. "Come on, Solly!" she cried.

      Finally, he was inside the Humvee as Ross hauled himself up into the passenger seat having crawled across the debris-strewn ground. He'd thrown himself from the vehicle to help his adoptive father and now Vivian climbed into the driver's position, and slammed down on the gas to leave the hateful revenge seekers behind them.

      And just as they turned the vehicle back towards the forecourt, a sudden flash split the night and it disappeared in a roiling fire ball. Solly threw his arms up against the light and heat as the Humvee shook violently from the explosive force as it squealed to a halt.

      "Get us out of here!" he yelled, and Vivian yanked the steering wheel around, forcing the Humvee into a tight turn and heading back towards the main road. Solly cried out as his arm protested at the sudden changes in direction but managed to turn around in time to see a black-tipped orange and yellow cloud rise from the ruins of the forecourt and into the clean night air.

      Bryant and his troops were dead and Solly found no satisfaction in the fact that he'd executed Fisher. Despite all their best efforts and the sacrifices of the defenders, the Lee Corporation had won.
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      Bella stooped low in the muddy field and dropped a bean into the hole she'd made with her pointy stick. She chuckled to herself, her breath steaming as it rose up into the sky on a chill morning in Tennessee. Al would have pointed out that she was using a dibber to make the hole, not a pointy stick, and that she was returning to a long tradition of working on the land. Her great-great-grandparents had worked the fields of a little Ukrainian village and she imagined what they'd have thought of their descendant as she straightened up and rubbed her back. Slabkyy, in all likelihood. Weak. But, for now, happy.

      She stretched her arms and glanced around her. Other figures were stooping to plant or to dib their holes, industriously burying seeds to provide food for their town in a couple of months. Broad beans weren't to everyone's taste, but they were nutritious, tough and fast growing. And Bella's scouting parties had found several sacks of them on a recent expedition. If life gives you lemons…

      Of course, there were far better things she could have been doing with her time. They had no shortage of labor, and most of those who volunteered were willing to do the dirty field work that was the foundation of their efforts to survive. Bella knew there was no lack of tasks needing her attention back at the town hall, but she'd learned, in the past weeks, that she had to have time for her mind and body to reset and, when the planting had begun at the beginning of March, she'd found it in the fields.

      Her father said she was meshuggeneh for getting cold and wet out here when she could have been warm and comfortable in her office, but he didn't mean it. He knew the price she paid for the burden of running Elizabeth. He was proud of her, though he rarely said so, but she had been stretched to her limits and beyond by the seemingly ever-growing list of problems she faced every day. An hour in the fields was a small price to pay for the sake of her sanity.

      Bella wasn't surprised to see that Josh, who was working the rows in the next block across, had finished before her. Josh was an athletic young man just out of his teens and he surveyed his work looking every inch the son of a pioneer. She was less thrilled that her neighbor on the other side had also finished ahead of her. Amy, a small woman of Hong Kong Chinese descent, had to be in her seventies and, though she was gently rubbing her back, she showed no other signs of the exhaustion Bella was feeling as she approached the end of her row.

      "Ready to get back, Madam Mayor?" Josh called across. He'd wandered into town with the latest influx of refugees from the south and west and had made himself useful immediately. He was now her driver and she enjoyed knowing how much it aggravated Skulls that she spent more time with Josh than him. A little jealousy could be good for a relationship, she'd decided. Childish? Probably. But you had to take your pleasure where you could.

      "Part timer!" Amy called, though she smiled as she did it. "I have two more blocks!"

      Bella smiled back and waved at the woman. "You're a civic hero, Amy. I'll commission a statue for the town square."

      The old woman called something in Cantonese before laughing at herself and turning to the next row of beans.

      

      Josh drove her back to town in an unmarked Civic. She sat in the back and read through the latest sheaf of paperwork. Civilization could fall, it seemed, but the first green shoots of recovery would be smothered in bureaucracy.

      She focused most of her attention on the population report. The west side of town, which the previous mayor had allowed to decay, had now been almost entirely reoccupied and repaired. The task of scouring the countryside in an increasingly wide circle around Elizabeth was now being run with military efficiency by Skulls, who'd developed those skills to a smaller scale at the little community at the crossroads where she'd first met him. A bald thug with a yellow beard and skull tattoo. Just went to show, you couldn't judge on first appearances. She'd found herself falling in love with him, slowly but surely, even though he was a stubborn ox at times. Now she spent more time with her driver than him and that had to change.

      Her biggest worry was Maddie. The girl had descended into a terribly dark place when Luke had left without so much as a goodbye. Bella knew he'd done it out of love for her daughter, but Maddie saw it as betrayal. The only ray of light was that Al had taken his granddaughter under his wing and involved her in his attempts to get commerce working again in the town. Barter had reestablished itself almost immediately after the disaster, but the community spirit that had fueled people to this point would only last so long. As their thoughts turned from day to day survival to considering their future, an economy would develop, and Bella wanted this to be done in an organized and equitable fashion. They needed to go from commune to capitalist community in one smooth process without revolution or currency collapse.

      So, Al had opened up one of the banks and, with help from a committee made up of an eclectic mix of folk with financial and economical skill, had created a currency that was now the basis of all trade in the town. The Elizabeth Dollar had soon become the Lizzie. The bills of the old world were brought back into service, with the bank determining the interest rate and fixing the value of the new dollar. In the end, Al had found the technical minutiae frustrating and had turned his attention to opening up a trading center in the square outside the town hall where the gallows had once been set up by Mayor Kennedy. A more telling metaphor for the change in the town's outlook would be hard to imagine.

      

      Father O'Rourke was waiting for her outside what had previously been St. Patrick's church, now renamed Hope Church and open to those of all faiths and none.

      "Madam Mayor!" he called as the car pulled up and Bella jumped out of the back. She was feeling refreshed from her morning exercise and the quick shower she'd enjoyed at the local sports center. It, too, had been repurposed into a community washing facility and the day the power had been restored to that building had seen the biggest celebrations since she'd become mayor.

      "Father," she said, taking his hand.

      "Talking of fathers," O'Rourke responded, waving beyond her toward the town hall, "yours seems to have found his vocation. The market is a huge success."

      Bella looked across at the collection of market booths and smiled. "Folks like to buy things with their own money. They like to earn, and to get ahead. Pop is meeting their baser needs, Brian, and it's your job to balance that. We need spiritual sustenance as much as we need food. In the longer term at least."

      "Indeed. A starving man will take a loaf of bread over a prayer, but as soon as he has been fed, he looks to the meaning of things. There has to be a purpose, Bella."

      They wandered between the Gothic towers that stood on either side of the double front doors and into the interior. It was now a bright day in early spring, and sunlight streamed through the ornate stained glass windows onto rows of wooden pews placed between limestone pillars.

      "We've taken down a lot of the decoration," O'Rourke said. "I don't want anyone to walk in here and feel unwelcome."

      "How do you manage to hold services for everyone?"

      O'Rourke gave a quiet chuckle. "Oh, I'm quite creative, believe me. The Christian denominations share enough to make it possible to have a unified service for them, but we also have general celebrations that have, shall we say, a very light touch. And other faith groups are welcome to hold their own services with their own leaders. I trust you found last Sunday's service palatable, though it was largely Christian in nature."

      "I wear my religion fairly lightly, Father, believe me. Perhaps even more so since the Long Night, but let's not dwell on that for now, it's such a nice day."

      The priest's face dropped. "I'm afraid I am going to have to darken it a little."

      He led her into a small room off the south transept and gestured her into a chair before fussing with a coffee maker.

      "What is it, Brian?"

      "I hear whispers, Bella," he said, handing a mug to her. "I believe our community has been infiltrated."

      "By who?"

      He sat down in the chair opposite her and sighed. "I'm only hearing rumors, you understand? But someone is agitating. The message seems to be that you're going about it all the wrong way, that having people working in the fields is turning folk into Amish or winding back the clock. Folk don't want to be peasants, that's what I hear."

      "Surely it's better to have food than not?"

      O'Rourke shrugged. "Of course, but they seem to think there's an alternative to growing our own."

      This was too much. She'd expected to face huge challenges in turning Elizabeth into a viable community in this chaotic world, but she hadn't anticipated that laziness would be one of them. These people had survived the greatest catastrophe to befall humanity and she, and her colleagues, had shown them a way forward, a plan for a sustainable future. But it was too much work.

      "What possible alternative can there be? We're gathering supplies from further and further afield. Skulls has raided the outskirts of Memphis, but the deeper he goes, the greater the resistance. The time will come when we'll have to rely on what we can grow if we want fresh food and then, eventually, if we want any food at all. There is only so much left out there, and as it gets scarcer, people will get more and more desperate and violent to protect what they have."

      The priest put down his cup and sighed. "You're a wonderful mayor, Bella. Heck, you're a wonderful person. But you suffer from one fatal flaw."

      "And what's that?"

      "You think most people are fundamentally good, that they will come together to look after the community as a whole. But, in truth, most people only think of themselves and if they can get ahead by stepping on someone else, you better believe they'll do it. Your father's market, much though I welcome it, is one example of that."

      Bella shook her head. "How can you think like that? You're a priest. These people are your flock."

      "Well, the official line of my church is that humans are, by their nature, sinful, but whether you hold with that, or believe that we are simply naked chimps, our essentially selfish nature is obvious to anyone who cares to look. And that selfishness comes out most when people feel threatened, like now."

      "I appreciate your warning, Father, but the fact is we are coming together as a community."

      "Some of us are, Bella, but many are not, and resentment is growing."

      Bella drained her mug and got up. "I don't agree that things are that black, and even if I did, what could I do about it?"

      O'Rourke got to his feet and opened the door for her. "Get tough, Bella, and quickly."

      

      "There's some folk waiting for you upstairs," Skulls said after he'd released her from his strong embrace.

      Bella sighed and rolled her eyes. She'd spent the hours since her cryptic meeting with O'Rourke attending to at least half a dozen minor matters, from inspecting the power installation at the newly created school to discussing the lack of flour with the harassed woman who ran the town bakery. If there was one symbol of civilization the person in the street valued above all others, it was fresh bread, so this shortage had the makings of a crisis.

      By the time she finally arrived back at the town hall, skirting around the market for fear of running into her father, she was starving and in desperate need of some down time. But it was obviously not to be.

      "Who is it?"

      Skulls shrugged. "Newcomers. The sheriff buzzed me on account of not being able to reach you. They turned up at the barrier in an armored car with enough firepower to blast it to pieces, but they was polite enough when I spoke to them. Wanted to meet with the big chief, so I invited them in. Said they're with some organization that can help us. I asked if they were FEMA, but they wouldn't answer any more questions. So, I brought them inside, told them to leave the armored car and goons at the barrier and I'd go find you."

      Bella smoothed her hair with the palm of her hand. "I must look a mess."

      He leaned forward and kissed her. "You'll do," he said, stepping back to allow her to pass. "D'you want me to come in with you?"

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the stairs.

      

      There were two of them. Both wore black suits, the man a classically tailored two piece, the woman in jacket and mid-length skirt. He had an East Asian appearance whereas she was the light brown of milky tea.

      "I'm sorry if you've been kept waiting," Bella said as she bustled in. Skulls followed her, taking up position beside the door.

      "It's no problem," the woman responded in an unusually deep voice and, if Bella wasn't mistaken, a New York accent. She held out her hand as Bella made her way towards her chair. "I'm Christy Russo, and this is my colleague Henry Lin. Do we have the honor of meeting the mayor of this town?"

      Bella shook the offered hand—the grip was firm and dry—and took her seat. "Please, sit down. Yes, I am Bella Masters and, for my sins, I am the mayor of Elizabeth."

      "What does this mean, 'for my sins'?" Lin said as he sat down.

      Russo gave a little tut and turned to him. "It is a humorous turn of phrase, Henry. Essentially it means 'I don't know how I got myself into this.'"

      Lin nodded, apparently satisfied.

      "Tell me, who do you represent and what brings you to Elizabeth?" Bella asked. She could feel the shadow of a bad head forming and wanted the meeting over as quickly as possible.

      "We are here to offer help, Madam Mayor," Russo said.

      Bella stiffened a little. "What makes you think we need help?"

      "Well, you have certainly achieved much in bringing together what is obviously a large community. But you are currently surviving on the remains of what went before."

      "Not entirely," Bella said, feeling aggravated at this woman's patronizing tone. "We are planting crops that will provide fresh food within a couple of months. Soy and broad beans are already being sown and we'll also have a wheat crop, once we can source a large supply of seed grain."

      Russo smiled. "Don't get me wrong, I mean it when I say you've done incredibly well. We've traveled a long way and yours is one of the most successful communities we've seen. But you can't grow medicines or make cloth, for example. Many of the things that make us civilized were lost over the Long Night and the days after. We can help restore them."

      "How is that possible? Are you from DC?"

      "No," Russo said, shaking her head. "You will receive no help from the mock government in Washington. We represent your best hope of restoring and maintaining a working community with many of the trappings of civilization. Work with us, and we will help secure your long-term peace and prosperity."

      Bella leaned back in her chair, her eyes drifting over to where Skulls stood. He shrugged, as unsure of what to make of this as she was.

      "If you're not the Federal Government, then who are you?" she asked.

      Russo pulled a business card from an inner pocket and slid it across the desk. "We represent the largest surviving corporate entity in the United States and, quite possibly, the world. We're here to help you, Madam Mayor. We are the Lee Corporation."
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      "This is crazy," Tucker whispered as they hid behind a countertop in what had once been Alldays Department Store. "Five of us against how many of them?"

      "Petrov, how many men does Liang have?"

      Custer Petrov exchanged a few words in Russian with his two bodyguards. After a lot of shrugging he turned back to Paulie. "Not many. Outside, six are dead. We think, perhaps, another six inside."

      So, they were facing a half-dozen trained soldiers able to choose their defensive positions and armed with assault rifles. Paulie had taken basic training in the military and Marvin was a veteran, but she was willing to bet Custer didn't know one end of a gun from the other. His goons, however, looked capable enough. Ex-KGB, probably.

      And, of course, there was the small matter of the innocent people trapped inside with the Chinese occupiers. Paulie felt as though she was being expected to thread a needle wearing a blindfold. The enemy held every card. But the hand would only get worse the longer the game went on. Whatever she was going to do had to happen quickly because the Reaper was the ace in the hole.

      "Custer, where are most people being kept?"

      "In hospital," he said. "Some workers upstairs."

      "What are the workers used for?"

      Custer shrugged. "They look after soldiers, look after town. Soon, many more Chinese arrive, I think."

      "How many of them are there?"

      "Twenty, maybe. Most are women. Few men. Liang thinks, perhaps, that women are less trouble than men. He does not know women."

      Paulie gave a grim chuckle, though she felt the burden of choice settling upon her. She could head to the upper floor and try to release the workers. If she succeeded, her forces would outnumber the Chinese. But they'd be unarmed, and inevitably many would die in the ensuing battle. On the other hand, what chance did they have if they tried to tackle the enemy on their own?

      "First things first," Paulie said. "You know the room where the Reaper is being kept?"

      "Reaper?"

      "The big black drone—it's a killing machine. We have to disable it. I don't think Liang will activate it unless he has to. They obviously have a plan for it and to start it up early would be to acknowledge that he couldn't handle a small band of rebels. I'm betting he'd be reluctant to do that."

      Petrov nodded. "You are correct, Sheriff. He is arrogant man. Perhaps we use that against him?"

      "We're going for the Reaper, then. Are you with us?"

      Petrov chattered to his goons before turning back to Paulie. "I help, so will Alexei and Vlad. Perhaps we are not always on the same side, Sheriff, but Arbroath is our town and we help get our people out."

      

      They crept into the main shopping hall, expecting a hail of gunfire to erupt around them at any moment. But they were met by nothing more than a silence broken by the echoing of their boots on the polished floor. This large room had long ago been cleared of its products and any fixtures and fittings that weren't screwed down. It had been used as a communal meeting place in the time before the militia had invaded and so they crawled between chairs and tables as they inched across to the other side.

      "The Reaper is in Consultation Room 5, on this floor. It was used for cosmetic appointments. Two other rooms either side," Petrov said as they rested against the far wall.

      "Is there any other way to get to it?" Paulie asked.

      Petrov shook his head. "If you mean internal doors, no. Windows to outside, but barred."

      "What about approaching it from the other direction? From further inside the store? Can we go around it?"

      Petrov scratched his unkempt gray beard, his large round eyes staring at the ceiling as if he was seeing a floorplan of the store written up there. "Yes, I think we can go through storeroom and come out beyond Room 5. Why? Do you wish to go that way?"

      "I want you to go that way, Custer. The door of Room 5 will be guarded, and when you see us making our move from this side, you attack from the other. How long do you need to get into position?"

      "Ten minutes."

      Paulie checked her watch. "We'll make our move in fifteen."

      Petrov and his two followers ran off to a door farther along the wall which Petrov opened in one swift movement as Alexei and Vlad pointed their guns into the darkness beyond. With a relieved smile and a thumbs-up to Paulie, Petrov disappeared inside.

      "D'you trust him?" Tucker said as they sat, waiting for the quarter of an hour to pass.

      "I don't have a choice. What's the saying? 'The enemy of my enemy is my friend.'"

      Tucker snorted. "What BS. Petrov's just an enemy, plain and simple. What d'you think he was doing here before we arrived? Lookin' after the good folk of Arbroath? Don't make me laugh. He collaborated when it suited him, when he thought he could make a buck."

      "You're right, but we're both fighting the Chinese now. And, anyway, I think something changed when he saw the firing squad. He couldn't turn a blind eye anymore."

      "Huh, maybe. But I don't reckon that leopard'll change his spots so easy. Watch your back, Sheriff."

      Paulie smiled at him. "You too, Marvin." And to think she'd only invited him to sign up as a deputy to keep him out of trouble. She'd been so wrong, seeing a bellyaching waster when, behind the gray stubble and sarcastic tone lay an honest heart, one she owed her daughter's life to. No, don't think of Luna. Wally had her safe. Do the job that's in front of you and worry about the future when it comes. Easier said than done, of course.

      "It's time. You ready?"

      Marvin nodded and tapped the rifle he'd taken from a member of the firing squad. "Let's see if these Chinese knockoffs can shoot straight."

      "Don't hesitate, Marvin. If you see a Chinese uniform, shoot first and we'll ask questions later."

      She crept up to the door leading to the corridor containing Room 5 and double-checked her weapon. It was an automatic, so she made sure the safety was off and held it in her right hand as she grasped the door handle in her left. She glanced down at Marvin and then yanked it open.

      Tucker fired immediately and the first guard fell to the ground as the second swung his weapon in their direction before collapsing forward, taken by a bullet in the back.

      Paulie ran towards the room containing the Reaper as Petrov emerged from the opposite direction. Again, Paulie reached for the door as the others covered her. This time, no gunfire greeted her as she yanked it open. It was dark inside, but she could see the Reaper, a thin spear of sunlight that ran down the wall glinting from its glossy black shell.

      "Quick, destroy it!" she barked but then she froze as, without any warning, its four rotors spun up and a red light began blinking on its carapace. In moments, it had begun to lift itself like an avenging ghost rising from a tomb.

      Four rifles filled the little room with a deafening thunderstorm of noise. The Reaper dipped back as rounds bounced off its shell, but it righted itself instantly.

      "What the hell is it made off? We're not even denting it!" Marvin called.

      The rotary magazines of the two machine guns beneath the drone began to spin.

      "Get out of here!" Paulie called. An instant later, the door exploded in a hail of bullets. Paulie scrambled to her feet and pulled Marvin along behind her. She had no plan, no thought beyond escaping the machine that was now hunting them. Of the five of them, only she'd seen it in action and she knew it was inexorable and, without the help of Alison, virtually indestructible.

      They ran deeper into the store. A burst of gunfire and a scream tore the air behind them, but neither Paulie nor Marvin turned to see who it was and what had happened to them. She knew well enough. Perhaps the Reaper would hunt the Russians first, giving her and Marvin time to escape. But where would they go? This thing would find them and only its power running out would stop it. How long would its battery last? There was no way to know, but almost certainly long enough.

      "We have to find Liang," Paulie said as they sheltered in what had been the perfume and makeup department, waiting for the telltale hum of approaching death. "He's activated it, so he must be able to turn it off."

      "Yeah, but he's got at least another four guards and we don't know where he is. This place is pretty big."

      Another burst of gunfire followed by silence. A figure burst through a door at the far end of the long room, scrambling on the floor among fallen boxes and debris, crying out in fear. "Petrov!" Paulie hissed.

      The door swung shut and then opened again, slowly this time. A shape emerged, floating a few feet from the floor and hovered in front of the prone form. Petrov raised his hands and called out in fear.

      Without thinking, Paulie raised her rifle and fired at it.

      "Are you crazy?" Marvin hissed as the drone turned to face in their direction.

      "Run!" Paulie whispered. Petrov's only chance was to get away while the Reaper was focused in their direction, but she couldn't see him moving.

      "Run!" Marvin shouted as the Reaper's nose dipped and it headed towards them. He grabbed Paulie by the arm and led her through the door to the next hall just as it exploded in a hailstorm of glass fragments.

      They ran as the thing emerged into the hall, weaving as best they could, though they had no doubt it would hit them if it locked on. As they emerged into the corridor beyond, Paulie spotted a small room to their right and pulled Marvin inside.

      Damn! It was just a storage closet. No light, no way out.

      They crouched in the darkness just as she, Solly and Bobby had hidden in the kitchen beside the Potomac River, then as now hunted by a remorseless machine.

      "We gotta find Liang," Marvin whispered. "Where d'you reckon the controls for that thing would be?"

      "I don't know. Could be anywhere."

      "Hold on. I've thought of somethin'."

      "Shhh. I can hear it coming."

      Sure enough, they could hear the unmistakable hum of the machine's rotors getting louder.

      "Move as far from the door as possible," she whispered, and they crawled to the end of the room. Paulie sat there, heart thumping as the sound of approaching death got louder and louder. She glanced at Marvin, who was behind her and barely visible in the darkness.

      "Hold on a minute," he said, and she saw he was looking upwards. "Quick, up there!"

      There was a desk pushed against the far wall, and they both climbed onto it just as the door behind them disintegrated. The light from the corridor illuminated what Marvin had been pointing to. A window.

      He yanked the blinds down and lifted his rifle. A deafening roar followed an earsplitting crash as the window exploded outwards.

      At the same moment, the door burst, flinging splinters in every direction. The drone floated in and brought its weapons to bear.

      Marvin grabbed Paulie and, with superhuman effort, threw her up into the window frame. With a cry of pain as glass cut into her thigh, she dropped out the other side to get out of his way as quickly as possible. She landed in a heap on the wet sidewalk outside the store and looked up at the window.

      Another burst of gunfire and a cry of pain.  Terror stabbed at Paulie's heart. "Marvin!"

      There was no answer.

      She waited for the machine to appear in the window and target her, but at that moment, she no longer cared.

      The best man she'd ever known had risked himself to save her and was now dead, cut to pieces by that floating thing. She barely felt the blood trickling down her leg.

      She lingered, unable to tear herself away, unable to move, unable to feel anything beyond bleak, bleak hopelessness.

      She was lost.

      Her tears mingled with the light rain as she stood in silent vigil waiting for the end, until she finally began to comprehend that if she didn't move, if she didn't get out of the line of fire, Marvin's sacrifice would have been entirely wasted.

      Paulie felt for the cut in her thigh. It didn't seem too bad, and she could put weight on her leg. Time to go. Time to make someone pay. Liang.

      She sucked in the chilly, wet air and, with one final look back at the window, turned away.

      "Lend me a hand will you, Sheriff?"

      An arm appeared over the window frame.

      "Marvin!"

      She ran over to the wall, pulling across a trash can to stand on, and grabbed his arm.

      "That was close," he said, his face pale and drawn.

      Paulie heaved him through the window frame, pulling aside the remaining shards of glass, and helped him to the ground.

      She flung her arms around him and held him tight. After a moment's hesitation, he wrapped his arms around her and returned the embrace. "Why Sheriff," he said after a moment, "I never knew you cared so much."

      "You idiot!" she snapped, half seriously. "What did you think you were doing? And how did you get away? Where's the machine?"

      He smiled. "It was Petrov. He finally developed a spine. Called out to the drone just as it was zeroing in on me. It might be almost unstoppable, but it ain't exactly smart."

      "Come on, we need to find Liang."

      "I reckon I know where he is," Tucker said. "Been thinking about it. When we were in that room with the Reaper, and it activated just as we were lookin' at it, he must have been nearby, otherwise how would he have known we were there? I didn't see no cameras."

      Paulie's mouth opened in astonishment. "You're right! Good grief, you're not only a hero, but a genius as well."

      "Oh, shucks, Sheriff" Tucker said in mock humility, but Paulie was already running away from him, her hand against her thigh and murder on her mind.
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      Solly would have avoided Louisville if it hadn't been for the fact that one of the locations for the radio booster was on top of PNC Tower. He bitterly regretted not paying more attention when McBride had handed over the list but, especially given the events at Cincinnati, he felt more obliged than ever to fulfill his mission.

      Was he being driven by guilt at having escaped from the firebomb at the gas station when the others hadn't? Probably. He saw that expanding ball of orange plasma every time he closed his eyes. And he saw the momentary fear on the face of fake Pastor Fisher when he realized that Solly was no longer the man he'd met all those months ago. But he couldn't find it in his heart to regret that at all. Fisher had been prepared to see others lose their lives on his mission while he observed from a safe distance. Although it didn't turn out to be that safe, after all.

      No, he couldn't get beyond the explosion that Fisher and, as it transpired, the Lee Corporation had caused. It comforted him little that, by tackling Fisher, many of the women who'd have been consumed in the fire had been drawn away and had, therefore, survived. One Lee Corporation operative had made it within the defensive circle, and that had been enough.

      Solly had contacted Wright-Patterson when he'd set up the next relay on I-71 between Cincinnati and Louisville. He'd been patched through to Colonel McBride, who was setting up a new base in Cincinnati and overseeing the ceremonies for the dead. After the explosion, Solly and the others had spent the night hidden in an underground parking lot before circling back to survey the devastation. He'd known there was no chance of any of the soldiers surviving. The explosion had rocked the Humvee, even though it was a couple of hundred yards away at the time. The gas station was a blackened pile of twisted and molten metal. There was no trace of Bryant or his team, or any of the attackers. They'd been consumed in that instant of combustion.

      So, they'd headed south to resume their mission and Solly's mind had spent the time flitting between sadness, guilt and fear for what the events of that night meant for the country as a whole. The Lee Corporation was strong in the Northwest and Northeast, around its two power bases of Seattle and New York. Its sphere of influence extended into Pennsylvania and it was making an attempt to grab control of DC, but farther out it didn't have the resources, yet, to take over, so it sent its operatives out to prepare the ground for expansion by creating chaos as communities tried to come together. Solly ground his teeth in anger. Was there really nothing Lee Corp wouldn't sink to in their dash for domination over the American people?

      He'd felt better once he'd been able to give his report to McBride. Truth to tell, the colonel was angry that Solly hadn't awaited his arrival, but was at least grateful for the intelligence Solly was able to give him. A ring of steel would be going up around every military outpost and, especially, fuel stores. They had to assume that a concerted campaign was being waged against anyone who sought to organize themselves or to oppose Lee Corp.

      They'd been stopped as they'd tried to cross the river at the Clarke Memorial Bridge.  The guards' initial surprise at seeing an approaching Humvee was followed immediately by pointing every weapon they possessed at it. This was then replaced by more confusion when they found that the vehicle was being driven by a civilian. There was a governor in Louisville, Solly was told, and they would have to report to him before being given permission to cross the city or, indeed, to return the way they'd come.

      One of the guards got into the Humvee and directed them to the Marriott in downtown. Solly pulled up outside the Starbucks and unpacked Ross’ wheelchair before helping him down from the back seat. Vivian was to remain in the vehicle with instructions to keep it safe and not allow anyone inside.

      The guard directed them past the dusty and rusty electric bikes parked in a rack outside the hotel and into the main lobby area. A young woman sat at the reception desk and her eyes flitted from Solly to the guard and back again as he spoke. She picked up a phone, twisted away and spoke a few words into it, before swinging back with a smile. "You may go through," she said, gesturing at the door to a conference room. A man and a woman in dark business clothes stood outside and one pulled the door open as Solly and Ross approached, the guard going ahead of them into the room.

      Solly pushed Ross into the conference room. Long tables of light ash wood arranged in a U shape occupied three sides and a man sat in the center of the shortest table, his bald head reflecting the white strip lights that ran along the ceiling. To Solly, it felt like stepping back in time to the world before the Long Night. Boy, he'd hated meetings in places like this, but it was a poignant reminder of how things had once been at a time when electricity was taken for granted.

      The man gazed at Solly and Ross through round spectacles as the guard whispered in his ear. After a few seconds, the guard stood up, saluted the little man and marched out.

      "My name is Oscar Weinstein, chief administrator of the New Louisville Commonwealth. Please, take a seat,” he said, before smiling at Ross, “though I see your friend already has one.” Or was it a sneer?

      He was, Solly judged, in his late sixties and had a round face with chiseled features. Above his thin lips sat a gray mustache and his eyes, behind the lenses of his spectacles, looked unnaturally small. Overall, Solly couldn’t help forming the impression of a man who laughed rarely. But then, these weren't happy times and perhaps the world needed people with organizational talent more than those with a sense of humor and humanity.

      "You are, let me see, Solly Masters," he said as Solly took his seat. "Is that short for Solomon?"

      "It is, though I prefer Solly."

      The man blinked at him as if surprised. "If there is one thing the Dying should have taught us, Solomon, it is to respect our parents and their choices, including the names they selected for us. Such a disaster would not have happened—did not happen—on their watch."

      "Surely that's because the technology didn't exist back then," Solly said.

      Weinstein shrugged doubtfully. "Humanity has had the means to destroy itself since 1945, Mr. Masters, and yet it did not, until last November. If we are not to repeat our mistakes, we have to ask ourselves why."

      "I'm sorry," Solly said, "but I don't think the fact that my parents chose a stupid name for me caused the Long Night."

      "The Long Night? Is that what you call it? To us it is simply The Dying. And as for your name choice, it is a symptom of a greater malady. The assumption that all progress is good. As we rebuild our city, we will keep faith with the past. Technology where it is necessary but always in its place. Machines are to be our servants, Mr. Masters. And you, young man, what is your relationship to Solomon?"

      Ross cast a glance at Solly. "We've been together since just after the…Dying. He's my…"

      "I'm his father," Solly said. "Not by blood, but in every way that matters."

      Weinstein inclined his head in a gesture Solly interpreted as appreciation. "And where have you come from?"

      "We passed through Cincinnati," Ross said.

      "We're here on a mission for the commander of Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Mr. Weinstein," Solly added, growing impatient as he thought of Vivian in the Humvee alone and the long miles ahead to Texas and the beginning of his true mission.

      Weinstein couldn't hide his surprise at this news, though he tried. “Wright-Patterson… That's in Dayton, Ohio, isn't it? I had no idea it had survived. Who controls it?"

      "Colonel McBride is the commander, but he recognizes the authority of the newly re-formed Federal Government in DC."

      "Yes, we've heard about DC. Many of our people have journeyed there. I warned them that their home is here, but for many folks, the illusion of hope is better than the reality of safety."

      "I've met the president," Solly said. Again, the eyebrows lifted. "She's a formidable person. But tell me, Mr. Weinstein, have you had any contact from the Lee Corporation?"

      There it was again. This man was no politician. Solly knew without an iota of doubt that they had been here. But would the man admit it?

      He blinked fitfully for a moment, as if making a monumental decision. "They have been…helpful," he said. "They have supplied some hard to obtain food—fresh mainly—that have lightened the hearts of the people."

      Solly felt as though he could read this man as plainly as if he were to say the words out loud. Weinstein had taken their help, but at what price?

      "What did they ask for in exchange?"

      "Nothing much, just permission to have a small team here to help with the restoration of our technology. The electricity in this hotel was their first project."

      Solly wanted to warn Weinstein, but he realized he'd probably already said too much. He should have asked about Lee Corp before opening his big fat mouth. If they installed electricity, there was every chance they'd bugged this room.

      Solly reached into his pocket and pulled out the little notepad he carried with him. He scribbled a note and held it up for the governor.

      This room is likely bugged. Nod if you agree.

      Weinstein nodded.

      Massive fire in Cincin caused by LCorp. Fuel dump destroyed. Many dead.

      His mouth opened in horror, but he nodded again.

      Please let us station a radio relay on PNC Tower. I will leave you a radio so you can contact WPatt. Do not tell LCorp.

      Again the little nod. The confident, dry governor had been replaced by a man in fear of his life.

      LCorp is the enemy. Do not move against them. Contact WPatt. McBride. We must unite to survive.

      "Well, Governor, I guess we should be on our way. I wouldn't want to disturb what is obviously a well-run community. I wish you every success."

      "Thank you, Solomon. I hope to meet again in the future and you will see how we've progressed."

      They got up and left the room together. The guard who'd stopped them at the bridge was waiting and Weinstein called him across.

      "Escort Mr. Masters and his party to their destination please, Conrad. He will advise you."

      Solly shook the little man's hand with more warmth than he'd imagined he would when they'd met. He saw the fear in Weinstein's eyes, but also a determination to do the right thing by the people who relied on him. A good man, Solly concluded. A rare breed.

      

      The PNC Tower was a couple of blocks across from the hotel that was Weinstein's base.

      "Here it is," Conrad said, getting out of the Humvee and gesturing up at the skyscraper, a rising pillar of black metal and glass that looked disconcertingly similar to the Lee Corporation building in New York, except many times taller. "Be careful, mind. The building ain't occupied, 'sfar as I know, but there could be any number of folks hidin' up there and we wouldn't be none the wiser. You take care now."

      Solly thanked their guide then, once he was out of earshot, turned to Ross.

      "It's alright, Solly," the young man said. "I know I can't come with you. How many floors do you think it's got?"

      Solly smiled sadly. "Forty? Fifty? Sorry, son, but I think the elevators are out of order. Now, listen to me. I'm going to give you a walkie-talkie, but if there's trouble and you're in any doubt, drive away and circle back if you can. Warn us if it's safe to do so. Got that?"

      "Sure," Ross said as they embraced.

      It was nothing short of a miracle that he could tell Ross to drive away. After all, it had only been a few days since the young man had reported tingling in his right leg. Solly had responded with encouraging words, but privately believed these were likely phantom sensations and meant nothing. He'd been wrong because, since then, Ross had finally been able to straighten the leg without touching it and had proved that he could push with enough pressure to handle the gas and brake pedals in an emergency.

      "I suppose I gotta come, have I?" Vivian said, a wide grin brightening her dark face.

      Solly helped her out onto the sidewalk before waving to Ross and shutting the door. He went around the back, opened up the rear doors and pulled out the transmitter along with its solar power source. "Come on," he said. "The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get out of here."

      "Yeah, this place gives me the creeps, you know?"

      Solly checked his weapon and stowed it in a jacket pocket as he approached the entrance of the building. The door had been wrenched off its hinges and much of the glass on the first floor was shattered, but enough remained for Solly to catch his reflection just before they went inside. He paused for a moment, transfixed by this alien version of himself. It wasn't as if he hadn't seen himself in a mirror recently, but that had revealed only his head and neck. The whole package was something quite different.

      The Solly Masters that looked back at him from the black glossy panes was almost unrecognizable. There was little sign of the flaccid, downtrodden man he'd been. Instead, a leaner, seemingly taller, figure peered out from behind a thick beard that was at least a quarter gray. His camouflaged baseball cap was stained by weather and sweat, and his olive coat and jeans had seen better days. He wouldn't have looked out of place on Duck Dynasty, except that his beard was about a foot too short.

      They picked their way over broken glass across a black marble floor that was covered in a layer of dust and wind-borne detritus that crunched beneath their feet. The first floor smelled of nothing other than the city, open as it was to the elements, but the higher they climbed, the more the air was laden with the heavy scent of decay.

      Focusing on putting one foot in front of the other, Solly didn't allow his mind to think about what might be beyond the doors on each landing, though he knew that many people had died here at their desks. Had the dying begun during the working day, it would have been far worse, but still the Long Night took its toll of cleaners, security guards and late-night workers.

      The lower levels of the stairwell had been used by at least some people in the months since the dying had happened, but as they passed the tenth floor, the discarded trash and signs of forced entry grew rarer until, once they were halfway up, there was no evidence that another human soul had climbed these stairs.

      Solly's thighs and calves were burning and he was forced to swallow his pride and call a brief halt. It gave him some satisfaction to see that Vivian, who was little more than half his age, was almost as exhausted as he was. But they didn't dare wait for more than a few minutes. Solly's mind flitted to Ross on the street below and he grabbed the transmitter electronics and panels, and trudged on.

      Finally, they reached the top and Solly stood with his back to the access door, trying to catch his breath.

      "The air's a bit thin up here, isn't it?" he said with a smile as Vivian bent with her hands on her knees, heaving in deep lungfuls of oxygen. "I see why soldiers say you should never volunteer for anything, now."

      "Let's get this over with, Sol. We got a long road back. Forty floors."

      "But we'll have gravity on our side. Come on then," he said, putting his shoulder against the door and turning the handle. "Give me a hand. I think the wind's pushing it closed."

      Vivian joined him and together, inch by inch, they widened the gap as what felt like a gale whipped by them to whistle down the stairwell. Solly pushed it back against the wall and engaged the catch. He didn't relish the prospect of trying to open it from the outside if it slammed shut.

      "Don't go near the edge!" he called. It felt as though the words were being torn out of his mouth and carried off in the wind.

      "Do I look stupid?" Vivian shouted back.

      "We'll put it there." Solly pointed at a row of three glass structures that stood proud of the surface, presumably providing natural daylight to the offices directly below. They struggled across and found that between them, the wind dropped and they could safely lash the transmitter base to the superstructure.

      "Hurry, it's so cold!" Vivian said, hugging herself against the bitter wind.

      Solly unfolded the solar panels and used the bonding compound supplied to stick them to the windows. They were so thin, there was no way for the wind to get under them.

      "Ready!" Solly called as he flicked the activation switch. Lights appeared on the control panel and he checked that the batteries were being fed by the panels. "Yep. Diagnostics check out. We can do the rest from street level!"

      He stood up, and Vivian grabbed him as he almost overbalanced. She looked beyond him and her mouth dropped. "Look!"

      Solly turned around. There, in the space between the other two glass structures stood a squat black antenna emerging from a rectangular control box. On the side of the box was a logo.

      The Lee Corporation.
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      Paulie flung herself to the floor as the rat-at-at of gunfire echoed around the entrance lobby of the department store. The last time they'd been here, there had been five of them and they'd taken infinite care. Now only Paulie and Tucker remained—unless Petrov had somehow escaped the Reaper—and they were focused entirely on getting to Room 5 where they expected to find Liang.

      "Where did that come from?" Marvin whispered as they sheltered behind an upturned plinth.

      "Dunno. Pretty close. Didn't sound like the Reaper's weapons, though."

      Marvin looked doubtfully at her. "Really? You reckon someone's fightin' back?"

      "Yeah. Maybe we're not the only idiots around here. Come on."

      She crawled out on hands and knees, her ears straining for any sign of the Reaper's distinctive hum. She'd never be able to hear another refrigerator without diving for cover. Assuming reliable power could be restored in the foreseeable future. Paulie would give anything right now for decent lighting. She'd been frightened enough of the Reaper in the broad daylight of the riverside cottages where Bobby had died, but creeping around in the half light trying to avoid a floating black lozenge of death was another level of terror entirely.

      She got to her feet as she reached the entrance of the main hall.

      "Can't hear nothin'" Marvin said.

      "Let's go for it. And remember, we have to get to the control board and shut down the drone. Do that first, then we can worry about Liang."

      Tucker nodded grimly and they headed out over the marble floor, dodging fallen shelves and boxes, trying desperately to make no noise.

      "What the hell?" Paulie stopped and pointed to the left. There, against the far wall, lay the crumpled form of a human body.

      "Leave it!" Marvin hissed as she went to investigate. "Shut down the Reaper, that's what you said!"

      But she ignored him and ran across the floor, all caution forgotten, her instincts driving her.

      It was a soldier in a blood-drenched Chinese uniform who was half-sitting against the base of a counter as if he was a leaf blown into a corner by the wind. He lay opposite an open door that led to a smaller department.

      "Sheriff! Come on. We gotta move before it comes back!"

      "Why did it shoot a Chinese soldier?" Paulie muttered to herself as she crouched beside the body. "What does this mean?"

      She let out a cry of shock as, with a sudden convulsion, the corpse fell forward onto its face. "What the h— "

      "Help…me…"

      Tucker, who'd caught Paulie as she stumbled, pointed down at a space between the bottom of the counter and the floor. "Petrov!"

      Paulie pushed the body of the Chinese soldier to one side and took hold of Petrov's trembling hand.

      "What are you doing under there?" she asked as she and Marvin pulled him out. "You've been shot!" Fresh blood coated Petrov's shirt and his face, always pale and owl like, was as white as a sheet.

      "Chang…him," he muttered, pointing at the corpse. "He caught me, was taking me to Liang…Reaper found us…he ordered it away. It shot him."

      Marvin glanced through the door as if expecting to see it floating there, listening. "So, it was aimin' for you and got him? Poor sap."

      "I don't buy that," Paulie said as she pulled open Petrov's shirt and examined the wound. "I mean, it's not yet the perfect killing machine, but I can't believe it's programmed to ignore the uniforms of its makers."

      "I thought you said Lee Corp made the Reapers?"

      Paulie nodded. "Didn't you know Annabel Lee was half Chinese?"

      "Oh my G…"

      "Yeah. As soon as we got here and found the Reaper, it seemed so obvious. We thought we were up against the Lee Corporation, but it turns out we're also fighting the entire Chinese nation."

      Tucker's face darkened. "Oh man," he said, as he watched Paulie cleaning Petrov's wound. "Are you sayin' the Commies survived? All of 'em?"

      "I don't know for sure, Marvin, but it looks pretty likely to me. I mean, if the Chinese government is behind the Lee Corporation, they wouldn't kill their own, would they?"

      "Honestly, Sheriff, none o'this makes sense to me. Seems as though we'd best tackle the job in front of us and worry about everythin' else later."

      Paulie nodded, then turned back to Petrov. "Looks as though you've been lucky. I think the bullet that got you had passed through him first." She gestured at the body of the Chinese soldier. "He took the brunt of it and it missed your vital organs. I'll bind it as best I can, but we'll have to get you some medical attention."

      "Thank you, Sheriff."

      "You wait here while Marvin and I deal with Liang."

      Petrov shook his head vigorously. "No! I'm not staying here with…him…"

      "Don't be an idiot, Custer. You might bleed to death!"

      But there was no arguing with him, and Paulie could see the terror of being left on his own written in his eyes. "If you slow us down, Petrov, we'll leave you behind, I swear!"

      Tucker helped Paulie drag the man to his feet, then, just as they were about to head back along the shopping hall to the door that led to Room 5, they all stopped and listened.

      "It's coming!" Petrov cried out, jabbing his arm beyond the Chinese soldier's body and through the open door to the smaller room beyond.

      There floated the Reaper. A black, lozenge-shaped drone, its four rotors humming as it observed them before, suddenly, it dipped its nose, the noise from the rotors peaked and it headed toward them.

      "Run!" Paulie said, pulling on Petrov's arm. He didn't move. "Come on, Custer! Run!"

      Marvin grabbed his other arm and, as if he'd been freed from a spell, the Russian came to life and his legs began moving so they could let him go. They'd just reached the exit door when it turned the corner into the main hall and, with an ear-splitting crack-crack-crack, the door frame exploded.

      Not looking to see whether anyone lay beyond, they’d flung themselves into the corridor and ran for the entrance to Room 5.

      Marvin kicked the door open and they saw the table the Reaper had been sitting on when they'd first stumbled across it. There were doors to left and right. Paulie made for one and flung it open.

      "Put down your weapons."

      Liang stood there with two other guards. His handgun was pointing directly at Paulie, giving her no time to react.

      "Go ahead," he said softly. "Give me an excuse. There is information inside that pretty head I could make use of, but I am just as content to blow it off its shoulders should you insist."

      Paulie's gun dropped to the floor, followed by the metallic thunk of Tucker's rifle and whatever Custer had been carrying.

      Behind them, they could hear the hum getting louder. They were surrounded by death.

      Liang nodded to his subordinates and they moved out from behind the desk, pulling thick black zip ties from their pockets. One went to Custer and secured his unresisting hands behind his back. Tucker pushed back against the guard that tried to do the same with him, but Liang pointed his weapon at him and, finally, he was forced to give in.

      Paulie could hear the Reaper behind her and imagined she could feel the breeze from its rotors like the breath of the Grim Reaper on the nape of her neck. "Did you know it shot one of your soldiers?" she said.

      "Do not be foolish," Liang responded.

      Did she see doubt in his eyes?

      "Go look in the main hall. You'll find…what was his name, Custer?"

      "Ch…chang. It's true, Major. He was bringing me to you, and he ordered the drone to go, but it shot him."

      Liang's eyes flicked to Petrov. "It was an error, then. This is a prototype unit. New units are being shipped from China. They will not have these…faults."

      Behind her, Paulie could hear the drone's barrel spinning up.

      "You will stand down!" Liang barked at a point above Paulie's left shoulder. "Do you understand me? Return to your charging station."

      She heard the hum of the rotors altering slightly, terror turning her blood to ice as she waited for the machine guns to cut them down.

      Liang's face went red with mixed anger and fear. "You are malfunctioning!" Then, quite suddenly, he reached to the left.

      "Get down!!" Paulie yelled as the machine guns spoke, throwing Liang against the wall in a scarlet spray.

      She rolled over to see the guards who'd been standing behind her running past the Reaper which swung easily in its axis and, with another terrible roar of gunfire, brought them down.

      Paulie and Tucker scrambled around the desk to take shelter beside the body of Liang. Petrov, however, had tried to climb underneath and he cried out as another burst of gunfire hit his legs.

      The drone turned to face Paulie and Tucker as they waited for it to spit death at them. Then there was movement from beneath the table. Paulie didn't dare look, but Custer Petrov was dragging himself along the floor, leaving a bloody trail behind him.

      As it watched Paulie and Tucker, Petrov peered over the edge of the desk to where the control panel lay. As the drone's barrels began whirring, he hauled himself up and reached for a button. The Reaper swung again, blowing Custer into the air to land beside Liang.

      It was now or never. Paulie had an instant to look at the controls. There was a joystick built into the console, and above it a monitor that should have shown a view from the drone's camera, but was, in fact, black. At the instant the gunfire halted, she threw herself horizontally aiming for the only button Liang could have meant to press. She heard the metallic staccato of the gun platform moving and the accelerating whine as it prepared to fire. She braced herself for death, as she stabbed down.

      A deafening bang. A searing pain. And then nothing. She fell beneath the desk.

      

      "She's comin' round."

      "Oh, thank God."

      "She was very fortunate."

      Paulie wanted to sleep. So, she did.

      

      She was alone when she awoke. Paulie felt the soft yielding of a mattress and her hands whipped onto her body. She was clothed, but not in her sheriff's uniform. It was a loose-fitting gown. A hospital gown.

      She sat up, allowing her eyes time to focus. How long had she been asleep? She knew where she was. This was the makeshift hospital in Alldays Department Store. But who was in charge? Was she a prisoner of the Chinese?

      "Enjoy your vacation, Sheriff?"

      Well, that answered the question. She rolled her head to the left to see Marvin Tucker sitting there. "What are you doing here?"

      "That's nice," he said with a grin. "It was my turn to watch, that's all. I'll go get the doctor."

      She put out an arm to stop him. It felt as though it was made of iron and flopped down beside the bed. "Hold on. What happened?"

      "The drone clipped you as you hit the button then, cool as you like, it spun around and took itself off to the charging station. I carried you into the hospital. They were locked in, you know. Pretty terrible conditions. But Doc Ashmal—you remember him?—he patched you up."

      "And the Chinese?"

      "None left alive."

      "Luna?"

      "She's been here. Wally's takin' care of her. She likes him."

      She watched Tucker slink off. What a true friend he'd proven to be. Nicky Friedman was the only other member of her department she knew to be alive, and there was no saying what state her mind was in by now. But Marvin was the best of the best, and she found herself wanting to keep him close.

      There was nothing sexual about it, no romantic connection. She liked him, sure enough, and Luna adored him. If grief and guilt would have allowed it, her mind might have admitted that she thought of him as a brother, but she'd had one of those and he was dead now. Let him be an uncle, then. Most importantly, let him stay near.

      

      Paulie was out of bed the next day, though it was against doctor's orders. She already knew that there had been eight other people in the little hospital. All were young and therefore valuable to the Chinese, or the militia in Seattle, or whoever was in overall charge.

      Doctor Ashmal had done his best to protect his patients by delaying their recovery for as long as he could manage, but he'd been unable to prevent the chronically ill from being taken out of his care to heaven knew where.

      Twenty-two people had been found behind a locked door on the top floor of the department store. These were the workers used as slave labor by the Chinese troops to cook and clean for them and to search Arbroath for anything of value.

      There was nowhere else for any of these people to go, for now, so the only practical difference in their living arrangements was that their doors were no longer locked.

      She knew all of them by sight, and most by name, but the biggest surprise was when a once familiar figure launched herself at Paulie, causing her to stumble backwards.

      "Sheriff! I didn't believe it when they told us. When they unlocked the door. I thought you couldn't possibly still be alive. All those rumors. So very dark."

      Paulie gently pushed the woman back and looked into the face of Mayor Vogelbach. It was her face, but her business-like bob had been cut away, and that, along with the deprivation they'd all suffered, had given her a haggard appearance that had added a decade to her looks.

      "I think they thought it a just punishment to have me working as a slave after I tried to oppose them. Of course, I thought it was just those bandits coming back, but the Chinese moved in a week later and, since then, things went from bad to worse. Oh, but it's good to see you, Sheriff. I'll confess, I thought I was having hallucinations when Mr. Tucker released us from our prison. I'm so pleased to learn I wasn't losing my mind."

      Paulie smiled at her. "Let's catch up over dinner. We're going to liberate the supplies of the soldiers now that Marvin's organized the burials. I'd like you to officiate at the ceremony for our people. If, one day, we get back on our feet, we'll have to erect a statue to our Russian friends. Without them, we'd never have won. For now, however, I'm going to spend a couple of hours with Luna."

      "I'll do that. I'll even speak for the Chinese. Even they deserve a proper burial," the mayor said, her eyes betraying the first hints of the energy she was famous for. "But tell me, Paulie. Once we've done that, what's next?"

      "To get out of Dodge," Paulie said, "before the Chinese send someone to check on their garrison."
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      She could hear the noise from the crowd gathering outside the town hall getting louder and angrier as the morning went on.

      "You're gonna have to go out there, sooner or later," Skulls said as Bella looked out the window of her office. Immediately below her lay the canvas roofs of the market her father and daughter had set up, but there would be no trading until the crowd dispersed. "Make sure you're protected, mind," he added.

      "And how would that look, my dear?" Bella said, as she felt the warmth of his hands on her shoulders. "If I go out there with a full security detail, doesn't that suggest I've lost control already?"

      Skulls withdrew his hands and came to stand beside her. "Damn agitators. As if we don't have enough problems. It all started when we let the Lee Corporation help." The sarcastic emphasis on that final word said everything about what he thought of their involvement.

      "I should never have agreed to let them supply us." That had been the thin end of the wedge. The next demand had been Lee Corp guards to secure the supplies. Perfectly reasonable on its own, but each concession strengthened the hand of the Lees at the expense of Elizabeth's autonomy.

      "It wasn't just you. Every one of the council voted the same way. It was the chocolate that did it, I reckon. You can appeal to logic all you like, but if you want to tug on a person's heart, offer them a Hershey bar. Or a bottle of bourbon."

      She gave a half-hearted chuckle and looked across at him. Though he insisted she use the name, at least in public, he wasn't Skulls to her anymore. He was Steve. Her Steve. Barely recognizable as the man who'd once been a highway bandit. But then, she found it hard to see herself in a mirror these days. She had lost weight, so there was that to count in her favor, but her hair was now more gray than brown because it seemed frivolous to spend time and effort finding the right shade of color and the idea of sitting down for a couple of hours while a hairdresser performed her magic was as tempting as it was unacceptable. Skulls had said he liked her fine as she was, but if she wanted a couple of hours on her butt—a very fine butt, he said—to make herself feel better then she should go right ahead, and he'd deal with anyone who complained.

      Her predecessor, Mayor Kennedy, had felt no such compunction about modesty but, then, look at what happened to her. Kennedy was languishing in a police cell with around the clock protection, and that had been at Bella's insistence and against the will of many of the people who wanted to see her hanging from her own gallows. Bella had been to visit her several times, once the woman's bitterness and anger had abated enough for them to have a conversation, but she couldn't help wondering whether she might have been better off letting the people have their way. Having that snake in their midst might come back to bite them all, one day.

      "Okay, I'll speak to them," Bella said, turning back to the window. She could see the placards from here:

      Fair distribution!

      You hoard. We become a horde!

      Share and share alike.

      Someone had leaked the size and contents list of the first shipments, but the euphoria that had greeted this soon turned to anger when it became obvious that these supplies were to be rationed. Of course, many people—perhaps most—understood and supported this approach, but, as is so often the case, they were drowned out by the minority who were driven by a desperate urge to find some normality in this changed world. And a few luxuries would, for as long as they lasted, help sustain that delusion.

      To complicate matters, their introduction of the Lizzie Dollar had brought about its own problems since the council had decided to distribute at least some of the fresh food through the market which meant, inevitably, that some people got more than others. Everyone had what they needed, but not necessarily what they wanted.

      

      A man stood on a box with his back to the closed market, barking his rhetoric at the crowd. She knew him as Ezekiel Crowe, though she doubted he'd been born with that name, and she'd first seen him after the Lee Corporation brought in the first supplies and their guards took up residence in the offices above the warehouse they'd been assigned. The connection was obvious to her and many others, but some simply didn't care. If the Lees provided food, how could they mean harm to Elizabeth? And she had no answer to that, though, as the company behind the implants that had killed nineteen out of twenty Americans, they'd hardly earned her trust. Until she understood their purpose here, it was hard to fight them.

      "Ah, I see that our civic leader has finally seen fit to grace us with her presence," Crowe said as he saw her approach. He was an average-looking man in a dark suit that was only remarkable in that it was spotlessly clean. He wore a black fedora and a thin mustache sat partially hidden beneath a bulbous nose. He looked like a gunslinger out of the classic Western movies.

      Bella nodded as he got down from the wooden box. Skulls, Sheriff Moretti and two deputies flanked her, hands on their weapons.

      "Why do you come among us with armed men?" Crowe called up from his position in the front row of the watching crowd. "You are perfectly safe in our presence. We are not violent."

      "I suggest you shut up and let the mayor speak," Skulls said, fixing the man with a stare that was returned with interest.

      Bella raised her hands and the crowd went quiet. "I'm here to answer your questions," she said, "but first, I have something to say."

      She scanned the townsfolk looking for familiar faces. There were, perhaps, fifty or so people here, and she reckoned pretty much all of them had arrived in Elizabeth since she'd been mayor. Clearly, it was the newcomers, the ones the people of the town had gone out of their way to accommodate, who were the main malcontents.

      "Some of you haven't been with us very long, and perhaps you don't know how very precious Elizabeth is. I traveled across Texas from east to west before heading north and ending up in this oasis. Do you know how rare it is to find a place where you know you will be fed tomorrow? Where you have protection without paying with your freedom?

      “And yet Elizabeth's future depends on us all coming together, rationing our resources so we survive until our crops can be harvested. What we eat today cannot feed us tomorrow. What one person eats, cannot feed another. It is our duty, as the administrators of the community, to ensure its long-term survival. If we were to oversee a feast followed by a famine, we would be betraying you all. We are doing our best to ensure equitable and sustainable distribution and I call on you all to help us achieve that."

      It wasn't a good speech, and she knew it. She'd said everything that she'd wanted to, but she was no politician so it fell on the watching crowd like a wet blanket. A couple of heads nodded and at least they didn't boo, but that was the best that could be said of it.

      She was determined not to lose momentum, so she immediately followed up with an invitation to ask questions.

      A hand went up. A heavyset man with a thick beard and wide-brimmed cotton hat waited for her to acknowledge him.

      "Jed Brown, Madam Mayor," he said, respectfully. "And I'm sure grateful for this place. We was pretty bad off when we got here. Ten days on the road from south of Houston, fixin' to keep them TLX recruiters off our tail. 'Lizabeth sure was a fine sight."

      Bella smiled. "Thank you, Mr. Brown, though I reckon there's a 'but' coming."

      He returned the smile with a grin that was more gaps than teeth. "Well, I been here two weeks now and I ain't been assigned no workin' party, so I ain't got no money to spend in that there market. Now, it ain't for my benefit, mind, but we got kids with us and they're sufferin'."

      "I'm sorry to hear that, Mr. Brown. I can see what you're saying, so I'm going to appoint a liaison officer who will handle issues like this. You can take your grievance to him or her and they will decide."

      "Just what we need," Ezekiel Crowe said in his harsh, vulture-like voice. "Another government stooge to stand between the people and our masters."

      An angry murmur rippled through the crowd, but Bella noticed that Jed Brown wasn't joining in. He was simply looking up at her as if pondering what she had said to him.

      Another hand shot up. It was a woman this time, and she didn't wait to be acknowledged. "I'm Sue Flowers. I've been here a month and it just ain't fair that some people get more than others. There's a ton of food in that there warehouse and I want my share." She began chanting the words "I want my share" until the crowd had picked it up and Bella was forced to raise her hands and her voice.

      "We can't just open up the doors to the warehouse and let everyone help themselves," she said. "We'd be out of food in days. It must be handled carefully."

      "Handled by you?" Crowe called.

      Bella locked eyes with him. She could sense his delight in causing this chaos. "Do you have a better idea?" she asked.

      "Yes," he responded, and Bella knew she'd walked into a trap. "Let the people who brought in the supplies decide how they're handed out. They're impartial, so they won't favor long-term residents like you do. Everyone will get their share."

      The cry of "I want my share" went up again, rising in volume as it circulated. Jed Brown shook his head sadly and walked away. A couple of others followed him, but most of the crowd stayed in place while Bella tried to get them to quieten down enough for her to speak again.

      She failed. In the end, she was forced to get down from the wooden crate. As she walked away, head bowed, she heard Crowe calling after her, "We want our share! And we'll take it!"

      

      "I want you to get as many officers together as you can," Bella said to Sheriff Moretti once they'd returned to the town hall. "We're going over to the warehouse to take it back from the Lee Corporation. They're behind all of this, I'd swear."

      "What's their end game?" Moretti asked.

      She shrugged. "Well, at the moment it looks as though they're trying to cause chaos. Maybe even bring the local government down."

      "Why would they want to do that?"

      Skulls said, "Aren't they the ones who designed the BonesWare implants?" he tapped his wrist where the monitor had once sat for emphasis. "They want chaos, though I can't imagine why."

      "Whatever their motives, the longer we leave it to tackle them, the stronger they'll be. It may be too late already, but we're going to have to take that risk."

      Moretti nodded. "I'm with you, Madam Mayor. We'll get together as big a posse as we can manage. Can you give me an hour? We can meet at Page's Park. It's out of sight of the warehouse, but easy to walk in from there."

      When he'd gone, Bella turned to Skulls. "Steve, I want you to find Pop and Maddie, and I want you to get them out of harm's way."

      "No chance. I'm comin' with you to the warehouse!"

      "Sure you are. Once you've sent them packing. Tell them to wait for us at that campsite in Jericho. If they don't hear from us within a couple of days, they're to head north to D.C. like we originally planned. Got that? Send them on their way and come find me at Page's Park. You've got an hour."

      "And what if Al won't buy it?"

      Bella put her hand on his shoulder and leaned forward into a kiss. As she pulled away, she said, "Tell him he's got to mind Maddie. Her safety is in his hands. That should do the trick."

      "Devious," Skulls said with a smile.

      "Well, I am a politician now."

      

      She was relieved to see Skulls drive into the parking lot. Moretti had rustled up a dozen men and women. Fewer than Bella had hoped for; she'd wanted to face the guards with overwhelming numbers and was having to settle for no more than a slight numerical advantage. Surprise would be everything.

      There was no time to lose. Moretti led them across the park and she couldn't help noticing the yellows and whites of spring flowers pushing through, coming to life after a dormant winter.

      It was late afternoon by the time the warehouse came into view. She'd instructed Moretti that there was to be no bloodshed if it could be avoided, but she knew she was kidding herself and, perhaps, offloading the blame on him if it all went badly wrong.

      Two guards stood outside the entrance to the warehouse. The main shutter was down, and the only way in was a smaller door that was bathed in light from above. Skulls and one deputy snuck around the back of the neighboring unit and Bella watched, holding her breath, as they appeared suddenly from the darkness and overpowered the guards silently and efficiently.

      "Quick now," Moretti called as he led them across the parking lot, Bella struggling to keep up. She felt a hand grabbing her elbow and turned to see Officer Suggs running alongside her.

      "We can't have you being left behind, Madam Mayor," he said, as he gently supported her.

      When she arrived, panting, at the glass and metal door, Moretti was peering inside.

      They gathered around him as he whispered. "I can't see nothing inside. We'll go in fast and hard, take control as fast as possible. If we're quick enough, they won't know what's hit them."

      Bella felt her stomach tighten. She gripped Skulls' arm and responded to his eager grin with a weak smile. Her bat-phone was ringing off the handle.

      Moretti yanked the door open and they ran inside, Bella near the back. Ridiculously, it reminded her of getting into a particularly popular concert more than a special ops mission. She was conscious of being bumped as they were funneled through the narrow corridor.

      A set of double doors led into the main warehouse. Without looking, Moretti pushed them open and ran inside.

      "Someone find a light!" Moretti yelled.

      This was odd. Why would it be dark? Unless there was no one in here. Perhaps it was all fake. Perhaps the Lee Corporation was stretched too thin to mount an effective guard and the two they'd already detained were the entire contingent.

      She heard the flicking of a bank of buttons and, one by one, the lights came on. There, in the center of the warehouse, taking up no more than a tenth of the available space, was a row of pallets containing supplies. She'd seen three times that amount being unloaded into here the previous week. Where was the rest of it?

      Bella followed Moretti and the others to the pallets and looked up and down them.

      "What's going on?" Skulls said. "This makes no sense."

      She froze as an amplified voice echoed around the warehouse. "Put down your weapons. All of you!"

      Bella turned around to see a group approaching them from the door they'd just entered. Many in black fatigues, others in the brown of the sheriff's department, yet more in police uniforms. Traitors! It had been a setup. They outnumbered her force by three to one.

      Bella didn't recognize the speaker, a woman in a black uniform with a megaphone. "I said drop your weapons!"

      "Do it," Moretti said.

      Bella let her handgun fall to the floor with the others, looking across at Skulls who looked confused and furious.

      Moretti stepped forward. He walked up to the woman and, to Bella's horror, took the megaphone from her.

      "Traitor!" Bella spat.

      Ignoring her, he brought the mic to his lips. "By the authority of the mayor, I am placing you all under arrest."

      "Mayor? And who, exactly, is that?" Bella called.

      Now he turned to her. "The true mayor of Elizabeth. Kaitlyn Kennedy."
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      It was dark by the time Solly and Vivian made their way back to the Humvee and Ross was close to a meltdown until Solly told him to drive out of town.

      "Are you sure? I haven't driven it before."

      "Time you did, then," Solly said. "We're exhausted. Let's get out of here."

      Ross didn't need any more persuading. He turned on the engine and looked down at the transmission before sliding it into drive. He'd recovered enough strength and mobility in his right leg to be able to handle the gas and brake pedals, but his left leg was as useless as ever.

      "Don't forget the handbrake," Solly said as they went nowhere fast.

      With a lurch, the Humvee moved forward and Solly directed Ross towards I- 65 and their southward road.

      "Why were you so long?" Ross said as he began to relax. "I thought you'd be back hours ago."

      "We found somet'in up there," Vivian said from the back seat. "And Solly wanted to take a closer look."

      "It was a Lee Corporation transmitter. They've had the same idea as us—boosting short-range communication by siting them in high places."

      "Did you smash it up?"

      Solly pulled the pack onto his knees and extracted a dog-eared notebook and his smartphone. "If I'd done that, they'd have known we were up there. We moved our transmitter so it's better hidden and I took a look at theirs."

      He activated the smartphone and scrolled through the photos. "Good, they've come out okay. It was getting dark and I couldn't use the flash."

      Then he turned to his notebook and examined the diagram he'd scrawled there. "I hope this is going to be useful. I didn't know what to write down, so I copied everything—processor names, all the parts I could recognize, printed legends."

      "Why? What can you do with it?"

      "That's a good question, Ross," Viv said, before yawning and leaning back in her chair.

      "Truth is, I don't know," Solly said, "but if it's a relay, then there's a chance we could find a way to crack the encryption and listen in."

      "And what do you know about code breaking, Solly?" Vivian snarked.

      Solly looked around at her. "Well, I was an app developer. But, honestly, I just thought it was too good an opportunity to miss. The geeks at Wright-Patterson might be able to use it. It's just a pity Alison's gone. I'd be willing to bet she'd crack it in seconds."

      He reached beneath the seat of the Humvee and pulled out the cylinder that had once contained the artificial personality he'd come to…what was the word? Love? No. He wasn't deranged enough to become that attached to a machine. But he did feel sad about what had happened and he wished he could talk to her again.

      As they drove through the half-lit streets of Louisville, Solly turned the cylinder over in his hands and repeatedly prodded the activation switch with exactly the same result he'd achieved the other hundred times he'd done it. No sign of the cyan eye, no hint of sentience. He'd thought about replacing the power cells, in case it was as simple as a drained battery, but Scott Lee had said Alison used kinetic energy to recharge and, in any case, where would he get replacements?

      "It's 8 p.m.," Vivian said from the back seat. "Don't you have a call to make?"

      Jerked from his thoughts, Solly reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a walkie-talkie before tuning it to the agreed frequency.

      "This is Traveling Wilbury to General Clark. Are you clear for reception, over."

      After a few moments, the handset crackled and the voice of Administrator Weinstein emerged. "Traveling Wilbury, this is General Clark. We are clear. Congratulations on the success of your mission. Am I to assume that what we discussed is now possible?"

      Solly had explained to Weinstein that, by changing channels, he could communicate directly with Wright-Patterson. The current channel was for local traffic. They had agreed to a form of wording that wouldn't trigger suspicion if the conversation were to be intercepted and decoded. Making his communication secure would be a job for Weinstein, but the means was now at his disposal.

      "General Clark, yes, all is as agreed. Good luck."

      "Thank you. I wish you safe travel. General Clark out."

      

      They headed south out of Louisville and then onto 62. They had three more transmitters to install before Solly would be free of his obligation to McBride at Wright-Patterson and the last was in Memphis, a little over three hundred miles away.

      Mercifully, the following days passed without incident. As part of their deal with Weinstein, the Humvee's fuel tank and gas cans had been refilled, so they had enough to get them past Memphis and well on their way to southern Texas where their search would begin.

      That first night, they camped in the parking lot of a Taco Bell fifty miles southeast of Louisville in a place called Leitchfield. Ross was exhausted by the drive, but he was also happier than he'd been since the accident that had left him unable to walk.

      Solly knew the boy had regretted insisting he come on this journey almost as soon as they'd hit the road. He was obviously feeling insecure and grief stricken after the death of Janice and didn't want to remain at the farmhouse while Solly went on a mission to find his children by birth. But the grim realities of traveling across the country had hit home pretty quickly and his sense of uselessness had suppressed his naturally sunny nature until, by some miracle, he'd felt that first tingling in his right leg.

      And now he'd driven them out of the city and fifty miles southeast so Solly and Vivian could sleep.

      "Well done, son," Solly said as he helped Ross down from the driver's seat. Vivian had already jumped out and headed into the bushes that lined the parking lot, bright green shoots springing up from within as the seasons turned.

      "I can stand. Well, I can hop," Ross said with a rueful smile.

      Once they'd dealt with the biological necessities, Solly built a small fire in the lee of the Humvee and they each picked a random foil-wrapped pack of military rations to open and cook.

      Despite eating, no one had the energy to put up the tent they'd been provided with, so they climbed back into Humvee and spent an uncomfortable night sleeping upright in the seats.

      

      They got moving as soon as the sun came up the next day. To the disappointment of Ross, Solly took the first shift driving and they headed southeast through a green landscape of red soil and white rocks. On the first morning, they found the road blocked twice by vehicles that had been arranged to slow cars down. But there was no sign of the bandits who'd constructed these chicanes and, in any case, they would be unlikely to try to take on a Humvee containing an unknown number of armed occupants.

      There were still many abandoned vehicles on the stretches of highway between settlements. Almost all had been broken into—doors flung wide, windows broken, debris scattered across the road—and, once or twice, they spotted the decayed remains of the former occupant left for the birds to peck at. Dust, leaves and detritus covered the cars and Solly tried hard not to look too closely at them. He didn't have the imagination to pretend the Long Night hadn't happened as he drove along the interstate, but, equally, he didn't like being reminded of the toll it had taken.

      "What's that?" Ross asked, pointing into the distance. They'd been traveling for several hours and Solly's eyes had gotten heavy, but the urgency in Ross' voice brought him instantly to attention.

      Vivian's head appeared between the two front seats. "Roadblock," she said before reaching back and pulling out her weapon.

      The barricade had been built at an intersection. The direct route took them to the left, onto I-69, but both sides had been blocked and, this time, the barrier was heavily manned. He spotted people running across from the other side of the road to reinforce the forest of rifle barrels that were pointing at the Humvee.

      "What are you going to do?" Ross said, in a voice as frightened as it was restrained.

      Solly was examining the barricade as they came closer. To the left—the direction they wanted to go—the cars had been lined up three deep, with figures standing behind the first row aiming at them as they got closer. On the main highway, it looked as though there were only two lines of cars and fewer fighters. There was clearly something after the left hand turn that these people wanted to protect.

      "I'm going through," Solly said, pushing down on the gas pedal. "I've had enough delays.

      The first shots hit the windshield as the Humvee accelerated with a roar towards the narrower barrier. Two impact craters appeared in the glass, and Solly began to weave a little to make it harder for their attackers to find their mark.

      Thud, bang.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Solly saw Ross gripping his seat, his stare fixed on the road ahead and the imminent impact.

      But Solly had seen his target. Two rows where the tail of one car lined up with the nose of the one behind it rather than being staggered like the others.

      He accelerated, watching with satisfaction as figures scattered, anticipating a high-speed impact. Then, as they got within twenty yards of the barricade, Solly slammed his foot on the brake, bringing the Humvee to almost a complete stop as it came into contact with the first car. He heard the automatic transmission downshift and gently punched the gas pedal, using the newfound momentum and torque to push one car into another. As the barrier came apart, he gave it some more gas just as a hailstorm hit the sides of the Humvee and it lurched out of the newly formed gap and onto the open highway.

      More volleys hit the rear of the Humvee, but they were away.

      "Woooo!" Ross cried, and Solly realized he was cheering too.

      "That was…amazing!" Vivian said from the back seat as the sounds of gunfire died away.

      "They were idiots," Solly shouted over the roar of the engine. "Should have shot at the tires."

      He kept his foot down until they could be sure there was no pursuit, before turning onto I-55 heading south to approach Memphis from the northwest.

      Though adrenaline was still knifing through his veins and he could feel the beginnings of a headache, none of them wanted to stop until they absolutely had to. But neither did they want to enter Memphis at night.

      "There's an RV park somewhere over that way," Ross said, pointing into the gloom. "I saw a sign. Next turn."

      "Why would we want to stop at a camping site?" Solly asked.

      Ross shrugged. "We could park in the trees and no one would be able to see us from the road."

      "You're right. Good thinking."

      Solly took a right off 55 at Jericho and followed the signs.

      

      The Humvee cooled beneath a big beech tree, its exhaust pinging in the cold night air, as Solly and Vivian checked the nearby campsites to find they were all empty. There was, of course, no power, but a full moon had risen into a clear night sky so they could see well enough without needing to use flashlights.

      Ross hopped down from the passenger seat and Solly went to help him. "Here, son," he said, handing over a long branch. "Gandalf, receive your staff."

      Ross laughed out loud as he tested his weight on it. "You're such a geek, Sol!"

      "Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, my son, for they are subtle and quick to anger," Solly said, causing Ross to roar with laughter as he began moving around the site using his good leg and the staff.

      He stopped suddenly. "I need to go to the bathroom, and fast."

      Solly watched as Ross hobbled off, getting more and more proficient as he practiced. He was proud of the young man. He'd coped with more than anyone should have to and yet he could still laugh.

      "I'll light a fire, shall I?" Vivian said as Ross disappeared into a small stand of trees and out of the moonlight. "Is it safe?"

      Solly shrugged. "There's no sign of anyone else, but keep it out of sight as much as you can. Do you reckon there's enough dry kindling?"

      "Oh yeah. You fetch the firelighters and I'll gather some leaves."

      By the time Ross reappeared, the little fire was blazing greedily.

      Solly looked up as the boy came toward them.

      Vivian sprang up, ran to the Humvee and opened the passenger door before returning, weapon in hand.

      "What are you doing?"

      "He ain't alone, Solly."

      Solly squinted into the darkness, his heart pounding. What had they stumbled on here? Yes, now he could see, a second shape emerged from the trees and followed him in their direction. Then a third, larger and—Solly couldn't say how he knew this—older than the others, and carrying a shotgun.

      Solly pulled the Glock from its place in his inside pocket and called out, "Put your weapons down!"

      "I don't reckon so," the older figure called. "I got your boy here covered, so maybe you should be the ones to drop your weapons. Now, my granddaughter here has got us into this mess, but I'm fixin' to get us out of it."

      "No way!" Vivian called. "You stop right there, old man, or I'll drop you right where you stand. I got a clear shot."

      "No, please!" the younger figure called. "Can we just not do this? Please?"

      It was the voice of a girl and it took Solly's brain several heartbeats before he realized that he knew it.

      "Drop your weapons or I shoot," Vivian was shouting. "I ain't warning you again, you get me?"

      He could see the girl's head shake as she stood behind Ross. "Just let us go!" she called. "Come on Grandpa, let's leave these people be!"

      "Do I look like a meshuggener? They'll come after us! Haven't you learned anything, girl?"

      Solly wanted to speak, but his throat had seized and his mouth had gone dry.

      "Maddie?"

      It came out like a whisper.

      "Maddie?" he shouted. "Maddie, is it you? Is that Al?"

      His call bounced around the clearing, the only sound in the otherwise silent night as they all held their breath.

      "Dad?"

      Solly was up on his feet and running towards them. A shot rang out and he spun around. "Don't shoot! Don't shoot!"

      And she was in his arms. And he was spinning her around, tears cascading over his cheeks. And the old man dropped his shotgun, moving close enough to squint at the two of them. "I nearly shot you, Solly," he said. "Maybe I have gone meshuggener."

      Solly threw out his arm and pulled the old man into the three-way embrace. No words came to him or Maddie as they cried together, celebrating a miracle and a reunion that was the stuff of storybooks.
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      That was the happiest night of his life. He'd known, rationally, that his family might have survived the Long Night when Paulie had told him that some versions of the BonesWare implant were immune to the sudden death experienced by nineteen out of twenty Americans. He'd known that there was a chance, but he hadn't dared to hope that Bella, Jake and Maddie were truly still alive.

      He'd grieved over his family in the weeks after that first night and he'd never wanted to re-open the protective scab that had formed around his heart by acknowledging that there was a chance they'd survived. He knew now that his journey to Texas had been more of a pilgrimage than a rescue mission. He'd expected to find no trace of them, hoping, perhaps, to find solace in going through the motions; knowing that he'd tried his best.

      All of this self-constructed artifice had been exposed the instant he'd recognized Maddie's voice and the dam had burst. It had been the happiest night of his life, and yet he'd cried until he was empty. All that remained was a sense of wholeness that had been missing since the day he'd left to fly to New York for the job Bella had been so keen for him to take. Since the day he'd become an occasional visitor in his own home.

      But, as he floated in the relief of being able to hold his daughter close again, fear circled like a great white shark. Maddie and Al were safe, and, according to them, Bella had been alive and well two nights ago, though the fact that they'd been sent to a safe place by “this Skulls fella” meant she was going into danger. Jake was lost. Entrusted into the care of yet another stranger.

      All of that, however, could wait until tomorrow. For tonight, they'd squeezed into Al's RV. Solly sat on the couch with his arm around Maddie. She'd barely stopped talking since they'd embraced but, finally, the words had run out and they were all enjoying the silence. Al was in the captain's chair, which he'd rotated to face inward, the flickering of the gas light—the only illumination he would allow—playing off his wrinkles and making him look like a particularly compact and decrepit Vincent Price.

      Ross and Viv sat together at the dinette in the rear. Had Solly been able to extend his awareness beyond the little bubble containing himself and Maddie, he might have noticed that his euphoria wasn't shared by either of them. Ross, in particular, sat silently, the back window looking out on the night reflecting nothing but his stony expression.

      "What are you going to do about Mom, Dad?" Maddie said, finally.

      Solly, who'd been dozing contentedly, jerked to full awareness. "What? Oh, go and find her, of course."

      Maddie rotated her head so she could look up at her father. "Are you sure you're my dad?"

      "What d'you mean?"

      She chuckled. "You were sad when you left for New York, and even sadder when you last visited."

      "We were getting a divorce, Mad. It wasn't a happy time for either of us."

      Maddie went quiet again and leaned her head against his shoulder. "I like the beard. And being thinner suits you."

      He felt her shift against his chest. "Dad, I have to tell you something. Mom and Skulls…"

      "It's okay, honey," he said. And it was, it really was. At least, he thought so. He wouldn't know until his emotions settled down a little. Part of him wanted to talk about Janice, but he found he couldn't. This was a happy time. It might not last, but he didn't want to be the one to burst the bubble.

      "What I can't understand," Al said, speaking for the first time since sitting down, "is what was so important for you to drive clear across the country. You were never much of a traveler, son."

      And there it was. Back to reality.

      Solly drew in a deep breath and looked over at his former father-in-law. "We don't have time for the full story, and I'd be happier listening to your news, but I was carrying a device I was told held the key to stopping the second dying."

      "The second what?"

      "The Lee Corporation—they're the ones behind all this—wants to finish what they started."

      Al sat forward, suddenly alert. "You mean they're gonna kill all the survivors?"

      "That's a hard question to answer," Solly said, arranging his thoughts. "I think they want to make slaves of the survivors, not kill them. But, as far as I can tell, that's what they wanted to do on the Long Night, and that went badly wrong."

      "They didn't mean to kill everyone? So why did all those folks die?"

      Solly sighed. "Because they were outmaneuvered by Annabel Lee."

      "But she was the Lee Corporation. It was her company!"

      "Not by then. And I don't think they were doing it alone—I think the Chinese government was involved. They wanted control of the Western world, but she wanted to take the rest of humanity with her to the grave."

      Al whistled through his teeth. "My God. And this is all going to happen again? But I don't have an implant."

      "They have hunting machines. I've seen them. Me and a group of others destroyed their production facility in New York, but that'll only delay them, it won't stop them. The device I carried was supposed to be the answer somehow. It contained an AI and I think its creator's intention was to use it to take over the Lee Corporation somehow. I don't know, and I'm not sure he had the details down pat either. But it sacrificed itself in saving us when we attacked the factory. It's dead. All I have is its container."

      "You talk about it as if it was a person," Maddie said.

      "I guess I thought of Alison like that. She grew on me."

      Maddie looked up at him. "Alison? It had a name?"

      "Can I see the doohickey?" Al asked.

      Solly fished the cylinder out of his pack and handed it to Al, who pulled it from the sheath before holding it in front of the gas lamp and turning it over in his gnarled, clever hands.

      "Amazing. And this is the activation switch?"

      "Yeah. But nothing happens when you press it."

      Al confirmed this before looking up at Solly. "What powers it?"

      Solly shrugged. "I'm not sure. Something to do with kinetic energy."

      "Clever. So, it charges itself as it's moved. And you've covered a lot of miles, so the battery should be full. Do you mind if I take a look inside?"

      "Knock yourself out, Al. But I'm heading to bed, I'm exhausted."

      Al nodded without looking up. "You do that, Solly my boy. And tomorrow, you go get my daughter and I'll see what I can do about your robot friend here."

      Solly got up, kissed his daughter and roused Ross, who'd fallen asleep on the dinette table. He waved goodbye to Maddie as he helped the boy down, and to the old man as he bent over the cylinder. Let the silly fool fiddle with the most advanced piece of 21st century he'd ever seen. What harm could he do?

      

      Solly was in a black mood as the Humvee pulled out of its camping site to head back to the main road. He'd cried again as he'd hugged Maddie. He wanted nothing more than to keep her close, but he had to find out what had happened to Bella. Al and Maddie had already waited for longer than they'd been told to, and Solly was certain something bad had happened to prevent Bella from sending a message or joining them.

      Al had advised him where he could park on the edge of the town of Elizabeth. He'd thought Maddie was joking when she'd said Bella was the mayor having taken over from a bloodthirsty maniac. It seemed his ex-wife had also changed a lot since he'd last seen her.

      Solly's blood had chilled when he'd learned that the Lee Corporation had gotten involved and that had only confirmed his fears for Bella. Al had talked of protests outside the town hall and Solly knew that Lee Corp was fomenting trouble in Elizabeth. He only hoped he could do something about it.

      Vivian sat next to him, but Solly had insisted that Ross stay with Maddie and Al. They would have to park outside town and walk in, and despite the improvement in his condition, Ross wasn't up to that. As he'd talked to the boy, he'd sensed the shutters coming down and distance forming between them. Solly understood how conflicted Ross would be about Maddie, especially, and suspected that, despite his kind nature, the boy was deeply jealous of the natural bond between Solly and his daughter.

      Solly looked over his shoulder, but there was no sign of Ross as they pulled out of the RV park and back onto the main road to Elizabeth.

      

      The St. Lawrence National Forest bordered the outskirts of Elizabeth to the north and east and Al had suggested they approach the town from that direction. So, they headed down the highway until they reached a left turning that took them along a small road into the southernmost skirt of the forest.

      It was a narrow lane bounded on both sides by trees whose leafless branches were coated in a suggestion of green, hinting at the approaching spring. They passed the town cemetery on the right and then followed the twisting road through the forest until they approached their first target.

      "That stinks, Solly!" Vivian said, squeezing her nostrils together.

      Soon enough, he found the turning into the regional landfill and took the Humvee along the trash-laden track, past a huge scar on the landscape filled with the detritus of their former civilization. Al had told him that if he followed the dirt road that ran alongside the great pit, he'd eventually end up at a small pond, beside which there was a parking lot for hunters and fishers, and the road that led from that lot would take them into the outskirts of Elizabeth. Al was a sly old fox—he'd plainly worked out an escape route that, in the end, he hadn't needed himself.

      Solly left the Humvee beside a rusting wreck in the parking lot. They locked it and checked that they were both armed with spare magazines.

      "We've got to stay out of sight, Viv," he said. "If we're discovered then even if we do get away, any chance of surprise goes out the window."

      She rolled her eyes at him. "I know, Sol. You told me like a hundred times. Ghost mode, that's what we gotta use. I've come along to help get your ex-wife outta here, so that's what I'm gonna do. Don't you worry about me."

      "Sorry," he said. Truth to tell, he was worried about her. She was a young woman with a hidden vein of anger that was a sight to behold when it was exposed. Though she'd proven more than capable of handling herself, he'd have been a whole lot happier if Kuchinsky was here. But Kuchinsky wasn't, so he patted her on the arm and said, "Come on, then."

      The track into town was barely visible beneath a thick layer of leaves, but they picked their way through to a metal barrier that had been left open. As they came out from under the cover of the trees, they emerged onto a road lined with ranch houses on either side. A basketball hoop stood outside one, a ride-on toy car beside it, both looking as though they were waiting for children to run out of the house and play with them again.

      Solly and Vivian kept to the sides of the road, using the trees which had been planted at regular intervals for cover.  It would be a mile or so until they'd reach the town proper, so they took a break halfway along, enjoying the shelter of a veranda and trying not to think about whether anyone had been left inside all those months ago. None of the houses they'd passed had been occupied by the living in months; probably since the Long Night. Presumably, those who'd survived had moved into town in the hopes of finding others.

      An hour later, they were near the end of the tree-lined road when Solly noticed a woman emerging from the woods. She immediately stiffened and went to run, but stopped at Solly's urgent call.

      "We don't mean you any harm," he hissed. "Please, help us."

      She turned to face them both. "This ain't the way into town. If you're newcomers, you gotta take the main road from the west."

      "Do you know what happened to the mayor?" Solly asked.

      The woman looked from one to the other. "So, you are from around here? Been away? Well, the old mayor is back."

      "What do you mean?"

      She was examining them closely as she spoke. "Tell me first what you thought of Mayor Kennedy."

      In for a penny. "She was a psycho," Solly responded, watching as the old woman's features relaxed. "Now, what happened? Where's Bella Masters?"

      "Who wants to know?"

      "I'm her husband, Solly Masters."

      The woman looked puzzled. "No, that can't be right. She's hangin' out with that fella. The one with the skull tattoo."

      "Okay. I'm her ex-husband," Solly sighed.

      A smile broke the woman's face and twenty years seemed to drop from her. "Now that's kinda sweet. And who's this? Your new girl?"

      "No!" Vivian erupted. "We're mates. He's old enough to be my father!"

      The woman shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time. Won't be the last," she said, before turning back to Solly. "To answer your question, the old mayor is bein' held in the supplies warehouse with the others she was caught with, or at least those who haven't turned against her and gone to work for the old witch. I said at the time, I said she should've hanged Kennedy as soon as she caught her. Soft-hearted, that's your wife's trouble."

      Solly smiled.

      "Ex-wife, I should say."

      The smile disappeared. "What's going to happen to them?"

      And now the years returned to the old woman's face. "They're building the scaffold now, my boy. If you want to help your Bella, you'd best do it quick for they're to hang soon."
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      "That's insane!"

      Vivian paced around the little parking lot next to the fishing pond, as Solly leaned against the Humvee watching her let off steam.

      "I don't like it any more than you do, but if you've got a better idea, I'm all ears."

      She stopped in front of him, hands on hips, strands of curly hair that had escaped from her military cap framing her round, chestnut face, wearing an expression of indignant frustration.

      "How about I go instead of you?"

      Solly shook his head. "You don't know what Bella looks like, and you can hardly ask for directions to the former mayor." It was a weak excuse, but Solly wasn't about to have his plans changed now that he'd decided on his course. Bella had often accused him of inflexibility, never understanding why he reacted so badly when anything unexpected happened, however trivial. Well, the Long Night had gone a long way to curing that particular foible, but he retained a stubborn streak and wasn't backing down in face of Vivian's anger.

      "So, you're just gonna walk into the town, find that warehouse and then I'm suppose' to find you. Am I right?"

      "Sure, that's about it. I'm taking a smoke grenade. As soon as you get my call, you need to get to me fast." He sighed as she glared at him. "Look, we can't just drive into town in a Humvee and cruise around looking for this warehouse, can we? We know the Lee Corporation's here, and, in any case, we'd attract too much attention. I'll get myself in position, then you come rescue me, rescue us. I'm relying on you, Viv."

      He watched her face soften as she realized she couldn't come up with a better plan. If they'd known exactly where the warehouse was, they could have gone in all guns blazing in the hope of being in and out before the Lee Corporation, or local law enforcement, could stop them. But though the woman they'd met the previous day had told them roughly where it was, they were strangers in a strange town. He would have to go in alone.

      

      Solly walked at a steady pace along a narrow country lane, eyes scanning the trees and bushes for any sign of people. Tiny houses in big fields lined the road, giving way to larger ranch houses with long driveways covered in deep piles of rotting leaves. No one had been here for a long time, that much was obvious, and Solly relaxed his guard so much that he had to force himself to keep moving forward as quickly as possible. It was a bright sunny day in early spring and he could have been the only human alive.

      The burned-out gas station erased this brief, superficial contentment. The pumps were blackened shells surrounded by blobs of plastic that had solidified in multicolored pools. Beyond, the remains of the shop, all broken glass and twisted metal, sat open to the sky, a monument to the impotence of civilization in the after days.

      Solly took the next right after the gas station, as the woman had directed. There was still no sign of recent human activity, but he could sense that he was getting closer to the inhabited part of the town as the houses were getting closer together, though no less disheveled. Rusting bikes and toppled basketball hoops, collapsed swing sets and broken windows. Somehow, Solly found this even more depressing than the dead streets of New York because it reminded him much more keenly of his house in Texas. He thought of Maddie, waiting nervously for him to return, and he thought of Bella. What was she thinking?

      One thing was certain—the Bella he'd last seen on his last visit home was no more the woman he'd known than he was the Solly she'd divorced. It was impossible to bend his mind to accept a reality in which she was the mayor of a town, and even less that she'd headed a coup against the previous incumbent. He half-expected to break into the warehouse to find that he was rescuing another person called Bella Masters, and yet he knew this was ridiculous. The apocalypse had changed her as much as it had changed him, it seemed, and he wondered what that would mean for the two of them.

      Movement. Solly put his hand on the gun hidden inside his coat, but breathed out again as an elderly dog emerged from a hedge and walked arthritically in his direction. Solly reached into his pack and pulled out a stick of jerky.

      "I wouldn't give him none of that, if I were you." A man, who looked as old, in human years, as the dog, approached from a gate farther along the hedge. "He sits there and waits for someone to walk by, then he plays his 'I'm a poor little doggie' card in hopes of a treat. He ain't hungry, not really. But he does have a delicate gut. I'm Chester, by the way. Pleased to meet a fellow dog lover."

      Solly got up, ignoring the disappointed expression on the mutt's long, gray-tinged face. "Solly," he said, extending his hand.

      "Stranger here?"

      Solly nodded. "Yeah, just passing through."

      Chester looked behind himself before leaning in close. "You might just want to reconsider that, friend. All of a sudden, Elizabeth isn't so welcoming as it was, especially for folks coming from the north. How did you get here?"

      "I came through the forest," Solly said. "Beautiful place, though not much to eat. But what's wrong here? I'd heard this was a good town to head for."

      Chester lowered his voice even further. "It was, but we've had a change of administration and the new folks have closed off the town. And there's a curfew, so even those who was here before can't go about their business no more. But I didn't say any of that, d'you hear me?"

      "I hear you," Solly said with a grim smile. "All the same, I think I'll take my chances. I can be pretty inconspicuous when I want to be."

      Eyes narrowing, Chester regarded Solly with a mixture of suspicion and admiration. "Hmm. Seems to me there's more to this than just a stranger walkin' along a lane outside my house. But," he said, as Solly went to respond, "you don't need to tell me nothin' you haven't a mind to. I'm a pretty good judge of character and Finn seems to have taken to you. Maybe you're here to stir things up a little, but whether you are or not, I'll give you a little help. Follow me."

      He lived in a ranch house made of white painted wood that had been kept spotlessly clean and inside it was like an oasis of calm, or a shrine to the 1970s, depending on the viewer's taste.

      Chester went to a cabinet in the hallway and opened a drawer. "Here," he said, his hand emerging with a small sheaf of green bills. "I traded for these, but don't have much use for them."

      They were dollar bills, but each had an ornate letter E stamped on it. "What are they?"

      "Elizabeth Dollars—Lizzies—our local currency. If you get into a sticky situation, show them these."

      "Bribery?"

      He shrugged. "Maybe, but it's also good evidence that you're from the town. These notes are pretty new, so only townsfolk have them. And a dollar goes a long way in Elizabeth, so you should be able to get whatever you need in the market with these."

      "I can't accept them," Solly said, attempting to hand them back.

      Chester shook his head and raised his hands. "Take it! I told you, I don't need much. Me and Finn see to each other and we got plenty of supplies laid down."

      Solly thanked him. "Why do you live out here on your own?"

      "Because it's my home, Solly. I lived here for fifty years before Judgement Day. Got married, raised a family. All gone now." The old man shook his head sadly. "No, I'll stay here. But you go find what you're lookin' for, son, and if you can cause a little mischief in the town, then I'll be all the happier."

      

      Solly trudged along, Lizzies in his pocket, thinking about the old man and his dog. Judgement Day, he'd called it. Well, if that was true, the human race had committed some pretty serious crimes. But it was just short-hand for something most people couldn't explain. There had, after all, been no justice in Judgement Day. Too many good folks had died, too many bad people had survived.

      As he walked, he began to encounter people going about their routine business. Most of them walked with eyes cast down, determined, it seemed, to get to their destination as quickly as possible without seeing anything.

      And so, as he entered more urbanized areas, he was ignored, and yet felt more and more as though, if anyone did look up, he'd be known for a stranger instantly.

      The old woman had told him to look for a Walmart and, just as he was beginning to wonder whether he'd taken a wrong turn, he saw it. He knew it was guarded, and, in his mind's eye, he saw Landon again standing in the booth at the barrier of that depot near the farmhouse. Another good person lost.

      Solly took a side road so he could skirt around the Walmart. The warehouse, he'd been told, was just beyond it beside a park. As he passed the rear of the grocery store, he found a small copse of trees and decided to stop for a comfort break and to eat something before scouting the warehouse.

      As he leaned against a tree, he heard voices approaching. Three men were walking along the path he'd just gotten off. He snuck a look. A deputy and two cops.

      "Now just you shut yer mouth, Jonus Suggs," one of the police officers was saying as he jabbed a finger at the deputy. "You cut a deal when they let you out, and you can't go back on it now."

      "I ain't talkin' about goin' back on nothin'," Suggs was saying. "I just ain't happy that the mayor's gonna hang."

      The other cop joined in. "She ain't the mayor no more, and don't you forget it! And what did you think was gonna happen to her? Kennedy's not a pussy cat like she was, she's gonna get rid of all troublemakers just like that. So, you'd better make sure you ain't one of them when the reckonin' comes."

      "Well, I just hope I'm not on duty that day. I sure don't want to see it happen."

      Solly's heart was racing as the voices passed his hiding place. One of these three had clearly been taken with Bella, but was then released when he changed sides. So, he was a potential ally, if also an unreliable one. If Solly could surprise them and disable his colleagues, then this Suggs character could be very useful. He would know exactly where Bella was being held.

      These thoughts raced through his mind in moments and he found himself leaping out from cover.

      "Raise your hands!"

      The three spun around. One went for his sidearm. "Last warning!" Solly yelled. The man's hand lifted into the air.

      "The mayor will have your guts for pantyhose," one of them said.

      "You, Suggs, you know my wife, I believe."

      The man in the deputy's uniform went pale, his eyes wide in panic. "I never touched her, I swear. I never knowed she was your wife."

      For a moment, Solly didn't know how to respond. "Who are you talking about?"

      Suggs blinked, realizing he might have spoken too quickly. "I dunno, who did you mean?"

      "Bella Masters."

      "What are you talkin' about?" one of the cops said, sneering. "The old mayor ain't married."

      "She was. To me. And I hear she's in trouble."

      The sneering cop laughed, as if the humor of the situation had made him forget that he was being held at gunpoint. "Aw. How cute. How romantic. Well, you're too late, Romeo. She's gonna hang tomorrow, and I aim to be there to see it done."

      For two cents, Solly would have shot him then and there, but that would also be the end of his mission. And Bella would still die in the morning.

      So, he kept his cool and focused his attention on Suggs, a short, rat-faced man with an unshaved face. "You will help me," he said. "Now, cuff these two and we'll find somewhere to stow them."

      "If you do it, Suggs," the sneering cop said, "you'll be a dead man tomorrow."

      "And if you don't, you'll be a dead man today," Solly said.

      After a moment's hesitation, Suggs nodded and, at Solly's direction, removed the weapons from his companions and dropped them to the floor. He then took their own handcuffs and restrained them as they cursed him. The cursing stopped once Solly and Suggs gagged them and then bundled their prisoners into an empty workshop that lay beside the path.

      "She'll kill me for this," Suggs said as they shut the door on the two police officers who'd been attached to an iron radiator by a third set of handcuffs.

      Solly, who'd kept the man covered throughout, shrugged. "You did it at gunpoint, you had no choice."

      "She won't care, and they won't back me up neither," he said, gesturing at the workshop as they returned to the path.

      "I'm sorry, but I came to rescue my wife—my ex-wife—and that's what I plan to do. Come with us if you want."

      Suggs, who'd been walking slightly ahead of Solly, stopped suddenly and turned around. "Really? Where are you goin’?"

      "No idea. I honestly haven't thought about it beyond getting her out."

      "If you're plannin' on hightailin' it on foot, then I got some bad news for you."

      Solly gestured for Suggs to start moving again. "I've got transportation," he said. Though the Humvee only took four people comfortably, so getting any more out of here would mean getting to know each other real well. "Now, where is she being held?"

      "Right over there," Suggs said, pointing. The path led to a small park surrounded by trees and, on the other side, was a rectangular steel warehouse.

      "I don't see any guards," Solly said, as he chose a path that kept as close to the trees as possible.

      "They keep watch from inside. See those windows? That's the upper level. It's got a walkway all the way around. Want my advice? Wait till dark. If you don't, they'll see you a mile away."

      Solly halted beneath a stand of trees facing the warehouse, and the two men crouched in the shadows.

      "Now, what in the world is goin' on?" Suggs said, squinting at the area outside the entrance to the warehouse.

      A van was parked there and two men in black uniforms stood outside. The building door opened and someone walked out, shielding their eyes with bound hands.

      "They're doin' it today!" Suggs hissed. "Either that, or they're movin' them into town."

      Panic coursed through Solly's veins. He had to act now, or it would be too late. He handed one of the sidearms he'd taken from the cops to Suggs. "Here. Either help me or make a run for it. It's up to you. But I'm going in."

      "Are you crazy? They'll shoot you like a dog."

      But Solly had retreated, pulled the gas canister out of his pack and set it off. Red smoke rose to the tree line and then, caught by the wind, it floated away.

      It would be seen soon enough by the security forces at the warehouse so Solly drew the other spare sidearm and ran across the space between park and building, a pistol in each hand like a white-collar Rambo.
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      Bella sat in the little office that had become her jail cell and tried to make the tears come. She knew that a toxic mix of terror, grief and anger was fomenting within her, and yet she felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. And her greatest fear, as she sat and contemplated the next hours, was that the dam would break and she would shame herself in public.

      So, she tried to lance the boil. Cry now so she wouldn't be humiliated later. But she was a dry husk. She thought of Maddie. At least she was safe, along with Bella's father. She could be sure of that because if they'd also been caught, Mayor Kennedy would have taken great pleasure in torturing Bella with the news. No, they were probably halfway to DC by now. But she would see neither of them ever again. And still the tears would not come.

      Jake's situation was like a festering wound on her heart. She'd entrusted his safety to Nathan Woods, but had received no news since then. This wasn't surprising as neither Jake nor Nathan would know where she was, but still she yearned for at least some indication that he was safe.

      Solly was almost certainly dead. She'd last communicated with him on the night it all happened and he'd suddenly been cut off. A woman had been looking after him, it seemed, but that was now five months ago and surely Solly would have come to find his family by now?

      She'd hurt him badly, certainly, but that wouldn't lessen his love for his children. He'd look for them, wouldn't he? She felt another surge of guilt as she realized she'd barely given another thought to Todd, the man she'd left Solly for, since he'd died on the Long Night. At first, she had been focusing entirely on the survival of her children and father. Then, when grief should have come, it didn't. What sort of emotionally stunted bitch was she that a man she'd professed to love hadn't merited so much as a second thought in the past weeks?

      What did it say about Steve? She couldn't call him Skulls anymore. It was okay when the attraction was almost entirely physical, but she could no longer claim that. She loved him, but she found herself wondering whether she truly knew what love was. Her love for her children was unquestioned and she'd thought she understood what love for a man felt like, but she'd been wrong with Solly and wrong with Todd. She'd loved her ex-husband as a companion or, even a brother, more than as a man. With Todd, it was lust on the rebound. After years in a passionless marriage, here was a man who wanted her, who found her chubby mousiness irresistible. And Steve? He seemed to love her for her mind and her body. And she felt the same way. What a pity, having finally found the right person for her, she wouldn't have the opportunity to enjoy it. Tomorrow, she would be hanged.

      The door flew open. A man in a black uniform stood there. He saw her as she sat in the corner. "Get up, prisoner."

      She got unsteadily to her feet. "What's going on?"

      The man strode into the room and ordered her to turn around. She felt the handcuffs, cold on her wrists, and tried to ignore where his hands went afterwards, before he spun her around, grabbed her arm and marched her to the door.

      Other doors had been opened and other people were being dragged from their makeshift cells.

      "Steve!" she called as he shambled past. So, it had been his cries she'd heard over the past days. She'd been left largely to herself, but others had been tortured, though she couldn't imagine for what purpose other than, perhaps, revenge. Mayor Kennedy would have a particular hatred of Skulls as it had been his rescue of Father O'Rourke that had set in motion the sequence of events that had led to her downfall. If only Bella had possessed Kennedy's ruthlessness. None of this would have happened.

      He smiled at her as he was dragged past. The bruised and beaten smile of an unbent soul. So, this was what love felt like.

      The guard pulled on her arm and she followed the others out into the daylight, screwing her eyes against the sudden brightness.

      Mayor Kennedy stood there, clearly enjoying every moment of her triumph.

      "What's happening?" Bella managed.

      "Ah, Bella Masters, the usurper," Kennedy said. "I trust you have found your accommodations satisfactory?"

      Bella managed a scowl. "Don't you have an original thought in your head? You're a walking cliché."

      "You know nothing about me, traitor!" Kennedy snarled, as the guard, who still held on to Bella's arm, tugged hard on it. "But one thing you can be certain of is that I will be alive this time tomorrow and you will not. You are being taken to a holding cell in town for your final night. It has a fine view of the gallows."

      So, that was it. Another twist of the knife. Those condemned to hang would spend their last hours in sight of the means of their public execution. Well, Bella wasn't going to give Kennedy the satisfaction of reacting to this. Facing her adversary and seeing Steve had strengthened her resolve and so she shut down her emotions and stared back at her tormentor, her head held high.

      The mayor looked away and Bella glanced at the others lined up with her. Steve was to her right—she imagined she could feel the warmth of his body from here—and alongside him stood a handful of others. She recognized Father O'Rourke who stood unsteadily at the end of the line and between him and Skulls were two or three more. Either some had been left in the cells for some reason, or they'd defected back to the mayor's side. She couldn't find it in her heart to blame them; she didn't want anyone to die alongside her. She didn't want to die.

      "What's that?"

      One of the guards was pointing across the parking lot to where a faint stream of red smoke was drifting in the wind.

      A sound like popping corn and the guard fell to the floor. The grip on her arm was gone and Bella flung herself backwards against the wall of the warehouse, trying to find any cover against the shots that were punching into the steel all around her.

      "Stay where you are!" a guard was bellowing as Skulls made to move.

      The other guards were taking up defensive positions as Bella glanced across the parking lot to see two men running towards them, discharging their weapons as they came. One guard fell as the others began returning fire, and the men darted behind a parked car. Damn it, they were pinned down. What sort of an idiot attacks a group of ten or so armed fighters by running at them with a handgun in each hand and only one person backing him up? And it was a him, she was certain of that at least.

      Then she realized that the red smoke must have been a signal. Perhaps the town had risen up against its new regime and the Lee Corporation that was propping it up. Hope flared in her heart for a moment but then, as no reinforcements arrived and the commander of the defenders began to organize his forces, she knew that these fools were outgunned and out-thought. Her newfound hope died as two pairs of guards ran to outflank the attackers.

      And then Skulls threw himself at the guard watching the prisoners.
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        * * *

      

      What sort of an idiot attacks a squad of trained guards with three handguns and no plan whatsoever? Solly cursed himself as he sheltered behind the pockmarked Ford as it vibrated from the staccato impacts of the defenders' sidearms.

      He should have waited for Viv to arrive in the Humvee, but he'd seen Bella emerge and knew that, within moments, she'd have been bundled into the minivan and any hope he'd had of rescuing her would have vanished.

      "They're trying to get around us," Suggs hissed. "I can't believe I went along with this. What'll we do?"

      Solly slid beneath the chassis of the car and took careful aim. He pulled the trigger, went deaf for a moment, and his target disappeared. Another life gone, but there was no time for regret. It was him or Solly. Or it might have been her, but he didn't allow his mind to go down that particular rabbit hole. A volley impacted the asphalt around him and he scrambled back.

      "We've got no choice. We're dead if we surrender, you know that."

      Suggs nodded sadly. "Yeah. She don't take prisoners, unless it's to torture them."

      A cry went up from out front of the warehouse. Solly risked looking over the trunk of the car. One of the prisoners had attacked a guard. Pfatt. Pfatt. Rounds hit the car and Solly ducked back.

      "It's now or never," he said. "You coming?"

      Without waiting for an answer, Solly darted out and headed, not for the warehouse, but almost sideways to a vehicle parked just a little closer. The defenders responded late and he made it. Then another volley and he watched Suggs going in the opposite direction towards another car. Was he going to try to escape in it? No, he'd hidden behind it before starting to fire on the defenders. So, he was tying some of them up and others were dealing with the prisoner. This was going to be the only opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      Bella threw herself onto the guard wrestling with Skulls and tried to pull him off but, just as she felt his grip lessen, she felt something hard pressing into the back of her skull.

      "Get off him or I'll blow your brains out and to hell with the public spectacle."

      Bella rolled away and looked up into the merciless face of Kaitlyn Kennedy. She swung her handgun along the line of broken people, daring any of them to move. None did.

      With a roar, Skulls flipped the guard onto his back and wrapped his hands around the man's neck.

      Kennedy brought her gun around and pointed it directly at the head of Skulls, who was so intent on throttling his adversary he hadn't seen her. Bella saw her finger contract and she leaped. The gun spoke just as Skulls, alerted by the noise, leaned sideways and the guard's head disappeared in a shower of red.

      The gun swung around as Kennedy stumbled and Bella reeled from the impact, blood filling her mouth as she yelled. She flailed at her opponent, wrapping her arm around her neck, trying desperately to bring her down to the floor where her height advantage would mean nothing. She heard Skulls shouting and the sounds of brutal fighting all around her, but her world had focused in on Kennedy, who was desperately trying to bring her gun to bear as Bella fought to keep it away from her.

      The gunfire was getting closer and she was peripherally aware of the sound of a revving vehicle. Reinforcements were arriving and if she was to deal with this monster, it had to be now. She screamed as she sat astride Kennedy—grateful for the first time in her life for the extra pounds she carried on her hips—and, while holding her pinned down with one hand, grabbed Kennedy's wrist with the other and, inch by inch, forced it away.

      Kennedy hissed and spat like a cat. "No you don't! You are going to die, you traitorous bitch!"

      Bella felt renewed strength in her opponent's arm, fueled as it was by sheer, animal hatred. With inexorable force, it moved back and there was nothing she could do to stop it. In moments it would be pointing at her head and all the effort, all the struggle, would be over in abject defeat.

      With a yell of triumph, Kennedy gave a final push and Bella brought her other hand round to grab her wrist. Released, Kennedy twisted and kicked out, rolling onto her side as Bella fell to the ground in a heap then looked up into the barrel of the gun.

      "Die!" Kennedy hissed, her face contorted in rage. In that final moment, Bella's nose was overwhelmed with the rich aroma of fake perfume as she waited for the end.

      A shape appeared behind Kennedy as a hand wrenched the gun out of her hand before turning it on her. "Enjoy hell," Father O'Rourke said before pulling the trigger.

      Kennedy's body fell from Bella as she was showered with blood and there, where her tormentor had been, stood an unfamiliar shape.

      "Oh my God," it said. "Bel, are you okay? Have you been shot?"

      Was she dead? They said you met your departed relatives when you arrived at olam habah, but she didn't feel as though she'd gone anywhere. She wiped the blood from her eyes and reached up for the hand held out to her.

      "Oh, Bel. Thank God."

      She fell into a warm embrace. A familiar hug she'd thought she'd never feel again. She pushed gently away and dared to open her eyes.

      It was him.

      "Solly? SOLLY?"

      They threw themselves together again and, surrounded by death, her tears finally came.

      

      "Bella, we gotta go."

      She separated from Solly—this new, thinner, tougher, braver Solly—and looked up at Skulls. He didn't erase the obvious pain he'd felt watching the reunion quickly enough. She saw it and her heart bled. The tears came again and she pulled Skulls—Steve—to her. She held his bloodied head in her bloodied hands. "I love you, Steve."

      She heard the rattle of an old diesel engine as it revved up.

      "We don't have time for this," Solly said, and she pulled away from Steve to see a Humvee waiting there.

      "This is yours?" she said.

      "Always the tone of surprise," Solly said with a smile. "Who's coming with us?"

      

      Solly sat next to Vivian in the front of the Humvee as she picked her way north out of Elizabeth. The man with the skull tattoo sat in one seat at the back, Bella in the other. They were following a pockmarked station wagon being driven by Suggs with the priest and two other survivors as he led them along the back roads to the least secure roadblock.

      "Thanks, Viv," he said. "You arrived in the nick of time. I didn't think you'd make it."

      "Yeah, well, I followed you didn't I?"

      Solly turned to her, wiping the sweat and blood from his forehead as she flashed a bright smile. "What? You were supposed to stay at that fishing pond until you saw the smoke."

      "And if I'd done that, you would be dead now. Ain't that right?" she said, with a chuckle. "I followed you at a distance, and then I met the old man with his dog and he told me the best place to hide, so I sat and waited for you to kick the wasp's nest. And here we are, Solly. Mission accomplished."

      Solly reached across and took her unresistant hand from the steering wheel. Bringing it to his lips, he kissed it gently before releasing it as they hit a bend. "Thank you," he said.

      "You're welcome," she responded with a dazzling smile. "Now, hold on to your seat, I'm gonna floor it."
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      Ross sat in the half-shadow of a tree and brooded on Solly's betrayal. He and Vivian had driven off yesterday, leaving him feeling discarded and useless, and he'd spent most of the hours since then talking to no one and rejecting any attempts by Al and Maddie to engage him in conversation.

      He knew he was being childish. What other choice could Solly have made? His mission was risky enough without being encumbered by a cripple. But being aware of how juvenile his feelings were and doing something about them were two different things entirely. And so, his shame at his behavior grew and his mood darkened further.

      "Here."

      He recognized Maddie's voice, but took the offered mug of coffee without looking up. The bitter tang of the cheap joe mixed with the earthier aroma of the misty wood and the floral bouquet of Maddie's deodorant. Despite himself, Ross found his heart lighten a little as she pulled up a folding stool and sat beside him.

      "Thanks," he muttered.

      She sipped her coffee, fog erupting from her mouth and rising into the still air as she breathed. "They'll be okay. Dad'll be back soon."

      He didn't answer, didn't want to engage, didn't want to let go of his misery. It was safe here, wallowing in a black cauldron of self-pity.

      "You probably know my father better than I do now," she continued. "He said you've been together almost since the beginning. He found you in New York."

      Still, Ross didn't reply. He remembered well enough the first time Solly had seen him. He'd been an idiot boy who was complicit in the assault on a captured woman, Janice. He'd never reconciled himself entirely with the actions, or lack of them, that had led to him being a member of a gang led by a vicious brute. He liked to think that this Ross, the one sitting here, was the real person, not the gullible fool Solly had rescued. This Ross. The cripple.

      He felt Maddie's touch on his arm. "You're a second son to him, you know. He told me."

      Ross dropped his head. "He left me behind."

      "He left me behind, too," she said, before taking another sip of coffee and producing another plume of smoke. "It's this waiting I can't stand. I only got my dad back two days ago and, for all I know, I'll never see him again. "

      The dark fog began to lift a little from Ross' mind. He'd been so entirely focused on his own anger and worry, he hadn't considered the torture Maddie must have endured. Her long-missing father unexpectedly returns and then almost immediately leaves again. One night of happiness followed by hours of terrified uncertainty. It wasn't as if her grandfather had been much comfort—he'd spent his time tinkering with the cylinder that had formerly contained Alison. At least it's kept the silly old fool off my back, thought Ross.

      He felt Maddie move down his arm until her hand found his. "I don't think I could bear to lose him again. And Mom must be in deep trouble, or we would have seen her before now, or gotten a message. Can I sit with you and wait?"

      Ross turned to her and saw tears running down her face. For the first time, he noticed how pretty she was. Brown wavy hair and deep hazel eyes gave her a Mediterranean appearance, but her cheeks were red and her eyes puffy. He squeezed her hand and they sat beneath the trees listening for the return of their father.

      

      It was an unseasonably warm day in early spring and exhaustion finally overcame Ross and Maddie as they slept in the shelter of the tree, hand in hand.

      Ross dreamed of the things that had happened since that dreadful night when his life had gone from bad to dreadful. Then he'd met Solly, and slowly they'd built a new family together with Janice. Now, she was gone and he was missing. Their family was shattered.

      He heard Alison's voice weaving in and out of his dream.

      "Wake up! Wake up now!"

      Ross jerked in his chair and pulled in a deep breath as Maddie stirred beside him. "What is it?"

      He could hear a high-pitched whine coming from the RV. Moments later, Al appeared, jogging towards them with the cylinder in his hands.

      "I've fixed it," he called. "But I think I've set off some kind of alarm. I can't shut the thing off!"

      Ross heaved himself upright and balanced on his good leg as he took the cylinder from the old man. Instantly, the blaring alarm stopped and, after a moment, the familiar cyan eye rolled into view.

      "Hello Ross. Where am I? Where is Father?"

      "What on Earth is that?" Maddie said.

      "It's an AI. Solly believes it's the key to beating the Lee Corporation. We thought it was dead. How did you fix it?"

      The cylinder vibrated in his hands. "There is no time. Where am I? Where is Father?"

      "He'll be back soon. We're at a campsite near a place called Elizabeth."

      "Where is my sheath?"

      With a flood of shock that almost unbalanced him, Ross realized. "Oh my God! They can track her when she's not in the sheath!" Then he looked back down at the cylinder. "I'm going to have to shut you down until we're somewhere safe."

      "I don't wish to sleep again. It's so dark and lonely."

      "I'm sorry, Alison," Ross said, sliding his hand to the deactivation switch. He'd never done it before, but he'd watched Solly closely. The cyan light went out.

      Ross looked up at the old man who'd stood with jaw wide open ever since Alison had started speaking. "How did you get her working?"

      "What? Oh. Turned out to be simple enough in the end. The only compartment I could open with my tools was the power cell, though I tried every other way to get in," Al said, reaching over and rotating the cylinder in Ross' hands. "Turned out, one of the terminals had been cut."

      Ross looked at the old man. "No, that can't be right. Scott said her consciousness was probably transferred to a Reaper and didn't make it back."

      "Well, son, I don't know what a Reaper is, and I don't suppose I want to know, but I can tell a cut wire when I see one."

      Ross shook his head. This was a mystery for another time. "We need to get out of here," he said. "Now. All the time she was powered on but not in her sheath, the Lee Corporation could track her. I don't really know whether that applies out here, but we can't take the chance. They mustn't get their hands on Alison, Al."

      "Why is it so important to them?" Maddie asked, her warm hands on his arm.

      Ross shrugged. "Honestly, I dunno. Solly and Scott Lee talked…"

      "Scott Lee? Isn't that Annabel…"

      "Annabel Lee's husband? Yep. And no, he didn't die that night. It was fake. We need to get Alison back to him—he built her, he knows how to use her."

      Al shook his head. "We can't go nowhere. We were told to wait here. This is where Solly and my daughter expect us to be."

      "We haven't got a choice," Ross said, frustrated as they waited like sitting ducks. "If they find us here, they'll kill the three of us and take Alison. That'll be it for everyone."

      "What's that?" Maddie gasped.

      The roar of a diesel engine emerged from the trees in the direction of the RV park entrance.

      Maddie went to move, but Ross grabbed her arm. "That's Dad!"

      "It might not be," he said. "Here, take the cylinder and find somewhere you can see what happens without being seen. If it's men in black uniforms, then run and hide until Solly gets back. Go! You can run a lot faster than me."

      They locked eyes for a moment, and Maddie reluctantly took the cylinder. She reached up and gave him a peck on the cheek. "You remind me of Luke," she said.

      Ross watched her run off, wondering at the sudden, overwhelming jealousy he felt as she disappeared into the trees.

      He and Al moved back to the van, and the old man pulled out a shotgun from beneath the passenger seat.

      "Are you sure that's a good idea?" Ross asked as he leaned on the open driver's door. "If it's Lee Corp, they'll be heavily armed."

      Al gave a dismissive grunt. "Maybe they will, but I ain't shmendrik enough to face them without a weapon in my hand."

      Seconds later, a black SUV powered around a bend in the country track and skidded to a halt blocking the RV's exit. Doors swung open and three black uniformed figures jumped out of the SUV, taking cover while they brought their assault rifles to bear.

      Al swept his shotgun from side to side and Ross, who'd drawn his Glock, was sheltering behind the open door.

      One of the attackers called out from behind a car door. "Put down your weapons and show yourself."

      "No way!" Al called. "I don't hand over my weapons to bandits."

      "We are official law enforcement officers."

      Al managed to conjure up a convincing laugh. "Right, and I'm the last king of Egypt. No, if you want to talk to us, put down your weapon and we'll talk. Your goons can stay where they are."

      After a few moments of silence as the sounds of the forest reimposed themselves, the voice said, "Agreed. I am standing up now."

      The figure rose, hands held high, and walked slowly out from behind the car door before approaching Al. Ross could see the old man as he stood on the other side of the cab. He didn't drop his guard.

      "Now, what is it you want?"

      "We are looking for a device that was recently activated here. Do you have it?"

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Don't move!" Ross called. One of the other black uniformed figures had made to come out from behind the cover of a rear door. It froze.

      "Tell your boys to stay where they are," Al said.

      The leader shrugged. "Hand the device over and we will leave you in peace. Otherwise, we will be forced to search the area."

      "I told you, I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Drop your weapons!" the voice came from the right.

      "Do it, or we shoot!" another voice from the left.

      Al shot a poisonous glance at the triumphant leader and looked to where the muzzle of a rifle was pointing at him. Ross could see its twin on the other side. He dropped his handgun and Al followed suit with a muttered curse. At a gesture from the gunman, Ross limped around to stand unsteadily beside Al, head bowed.

      The two figures hiding behind the car doors ran out as their colleagues closed in from the trees. It had been nicely done—the leader had kept them talking for long enough to allow his soldiers to get into position

      Four of them ransacked the RV while their leader watched Al and Ross. "You could make this a lot easier if you told us where it was," he said, lazily. He was a tall young man of African appearance and possessed a relaxed confidence that bordered on arrogance.

      Al simply shrugged, and Ross ignored the man entirely.

      One of the searchers descended the steps of the RV and said, "No sign of it, Lieutenant."

      In a single, smooth motion, the officer drew a handgun from behind his back and forced it against Ross' temple. "We do not have time for this," he said, his accent suddenly thick. "Tell me where it is or the boy dies!"

      "I don't know!" Al cried.

      "Liar!" The lieutenant swung out with his free arm and caught Al on the jaw. The old man fell to the ground.

      "Here! I've got it. Don't shoot!"

      Ross forced his head around to see Maddie stagger out of the bushes with the cylinder held high in one hand. The other hand contained a pistol that she pointed directly at Alison. "Back off, or I shoot it!"

      The lieutenant stepped back, his eyes widening in shock and fear. "Do not destroy it!" he called. "Back away," he hissed to the man on the steps.

      "You must hand it over," he said, as Maddie got closer. "We will not leave without it."

      "Get back in the car, and I'll leave it on the track," Maddie said.

      Ross marveled to hear how calm she was, facing down half a dozen armed figures, though he couldn't imagine what her plan was. At best, the Lee Corp would have the cylinder and at worst, they'd shoot the three of them as soon as they had it.

      She turned to Ross as she drew level with him and Al. "You get into the RV and start the engine. If they open fire, ram them."

      "Are you crazy?" Ross hissed. "They'll shoot you."

      "Do it!" she snapped. "Get Pop inside, now!"

      Ross did as he was told, if only because it felt as though he had no choice.

      Slowly, her eyes on the SUV, Maddie knelt and placed the cylinder a few feet from its hood. She stood and stepped slowly backwards, watching as the lieutenant opened the car door and, sidearm aimed at her, bent down to pick Alison up.

      "No!" Ross called. He brought his Glock up and felled the lieutenant before he could respond. "Run!"

      Maddie sprinted back to where the cylinder lay, grabbed it and then ran towards the RV as figures jumped from the car, raising rifles as they came. She jumped inside. "Idiot! Go!"

      Ross had already started up the engine, so he pushed the shift to drive and stabbed his good leg down on the gas. The windshield exploded in a hail of shattered glass and Ross cried out as something tore into his ear. They had no chance. The next volley would kill them both.

      He saw them raise their rifles as the RV careened towards them and then, quite suddenly, the SUV exploded and he swerved to one side as a fireball rolled out of the spasming vehicle. There, behind the wrecked SUV, stood another military vehicle and from it came three running figures. And one of them was Solly.
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      Solly snoozed as the countryside rushed by, finally giving in to the exhaustion that had haunted him for days. Every now and again, he'd be awoken by a sudden change of direction or the thump of the Humvee's wheels as they ran over a piece of stray debris, but he always fell asleep again, content for the first time in months.

      Ross was in the back of the Humvee with Maddie sitting alongside him, while Bella, Al and Steve followed them in a rusty station wagon they'd found on the outskirts of Memphis. The windshield of the RV had been smashed to pieces and its bodywork riddled with bullet holes, so they'd transferred their fuel into the station wagon and loaded as many of their possessions as they could fit into its trunk before beginning their journey north again.

      They were heading for the farmhouse. When he, Viv, Bella and Steve had returned to the camping site to find Al and the others under attack, he'd assumed they were facing bandits. He'd been stunned and horrified to learn that the Lee Corporation had found them, and even more amazed to discover that Al had fixed Alison—though he couldn't understand why Scott Lee had disabled the power cell. And it could only have been him.

      Bella had told Solly more about Jake joining the TLX military on their short journey from Elizabeth, but a full reunion had to wait until they'd gotten far enough away that they could hole up for the night in some safety. And what a long night that had been. Solly heard Bella's brief account of the months since the world had been turned upside down and he barely recognized the woman she'd become.

      For a couple of decades, they had been a partnership—Solly, the unambitious nerd, the quiet man in the corner at parties and family events, and Bella, the extroverted decision maker, the driving force. The chaos of the last months had been a crucible for them both, but whereas Bella had blossomed into a better, stronger, faster version of her existing personality, Solly had transformed entirely. At least, that was what she'd told him, and he was forced to agree. He'd looked back at the man sitting in a bar in Manhattan fuming over his string of bad luck and didn't see himself, the Solly of today, at all.

      So now Solly sat as Viv led them north, his mind exhausted, but his soul churning. He'd been in love only weeks ago and, in falling for Janice, he'd discovered what it truly meant to find "the one." He'd never felt for Bella the way he'd loved Janice. He had loved Bella, but it was an attachment that had grown out of immaturity and insecurity and had morphed into something approaching dependence until she packed him off to New York like an adult child who's stayed in the family home for too long.

      He had loved her, though, and he still did. He'd experienced a flash of jealousy when he saw how she was with Steve, or "Skulls" as he was known to everyone but her. He seemed to be everything Solly was not—a big, bald, powerful man with a yellow beard and a tattoo on his head. He was certainly a contrast to the old Solly, but perhaps not so much to Solomon Masters version 2.0. But, once he'd gotten over the high emotion of the rescue and the hours that followed as they'd escaped from Elizabeth and returned to Maddie, Ross and Al, he'd discovered that this initial reaction had settled down into relief tinged with sadness. He'd watched Bella with her new man, and they had a connection Solly had never experienced with her.

      He loved her, but not as a wife. The loss of Janice was still far too raw to allow him to make any new emotional connections of that sort, or to rekindle an old one.

      He was awake now, watching the countryside change into an endless procession of single-story commercial units, restaurants and gas stations. Glancing out of the corner of his eye, Vivian showed no signs of tiredness. She sat, erect and alert, guiding them safely along the highway. The roads were clear, except for the occasional group of people walking northeast towards, presumably DC. He wondered what was happening there. Had the Lee Corporation taken over yet, or was President Blaise still resisting them?

      His mind began to whir again as it tried to desperately assemble all the disparate elements into some sort of cohesive whole. Bella had told him how the TLX had taken control in the South, and of how it was, itself, now under attack. The involvement of North Korean and, perhaps, Chinese, forces had floored him. As if they didn't have enough on their plate dealing with the Lees without a superpower and their medieval neighbor grabbing land on the West Coast. There had to be a connection between them, but he couldn't quite bring himself to believe that Lee Corp was a proxy for the Chinese, even though this was the obvious conclusion to draw.

      He brought his focus back to what he'd learned in the past few days. Deal with your nearest enemy first, that was the only way to proceed. Like tackling only a small part of a much larger task instead of stepping back and seeing how much was to be done overall. That would lead to nothing but hopelessness and desperation.

      Solly rolled the window down a little to allow a fresh spring breeze to play across his face. Though they were surrounded by enemies, he was heading to the place he felt safest and he had the beginnings of a plan.

      

      Though the roads were now much clearer than they had been, the roadblocks were also much more common. The route from Elizabeth to the farmhouse was the best part of a thousand miles, and Solly was in no mood for them to pick their way across country, but if there was any sign of the Lee Corporation or heavily armed guards, whoever was driving at the time was instructed to immediately find a way off the road and go around. The Humvee was powerful enough to intimidate most local bandits, but it was no match for some of the more organized forces now springing up.

      The first of these was outside Nashville and the barrier across I-65 was upon them before they could choose to leave the road. It was positioned ahead of the bridge over the Cumberland River and was made up of what looked like salvaged railway sleepers piled up into two walls, one on each side of the road, with a gap wide enough for a single vehicle to pass.

      Solly was driving and he cursed himself for not seeing the barricade in time. Ross reached down for his sidearm, passing another across to Solly, who left it in the driver's door pocket. Vivian awoke instantly from sleep, looked around and slunk back into the shadows behind Solly, double-checking her weapon. Maddie looked behind them to see Skulls being handed a shotgun by Al as he drove.

      A woman emerged from behind the barrier, followed by a man carrying an assault rifle. She put her hand up and Solly brought the Humvee to a halt alongside her, winding down the window.

      "Oh, y'all not military?" she said. She was dressed in a high vis jacket and the black bags under her eyes suggested she was on the point of exhaustion.

      "No, we're regular folks traveling northeast," Solly said, relaxing a little.

      She smiled at that, taking ten years off her apparent age. "Regular folks in a Humvee? Well, I guess we all have our stories to tell."

      "Why are you stopping traffic?"

      Her face darkened. "Me'n Jayden here, we're warnin' folks not to go into town," she said, before signaling to her companion to begin opening the gap.

      "Why?"

      "We gotta sickness, back around the turn of the year. Spread like a plague from the Bible," she said, shaking her head. "And then, when we thought we'd seen the last of it, a new boss came into town, rounded up the survivors. Now they're no more'n prisoners. So, Jayden and me, we come up here to stop anyone fixin' to head into 'ville. They'll find nothin' but death and slavery down there."

      Solly watched as Skulls got out of the car behind and, leaving his shotgun inside, went to help Jayden move the shorter blocks of wood. He was an impressive man, that was for sure. Though as heterosexual as it was possible to be, Solly could see what Bella saw in him.

      "Well, I truly appreciate the warning," Solly said. "And I'm sorry for your loss and suffering. I guess your new boss works for the Lee Corporation and my best advice is to keep as far away as possible. My name's Solly, by the way, Solly Masters."

      He held out his hand and she took it, her fingers feeling clammy under Solly's firm grip. "Stacey Robbins," she said. "Good luck."

      As soon as the gap had been widened enough for the Humvee to get through, Solly waved to Robbins and guided the vehicle beyond the barrier.

      As they headed northeast, he wondered how many cities the Lee Corporation had either destroyed or now had under their control and, for a few moments, he wallowed in despair.

      

      They carried on driving that night, only pulling over once they were fifty miles north of Nashville. Finally, as even Vivian began to nod in the driver's seat, they found an abandoned motel and took a block of rooms. Solly and Ross shared, as did Bella and Steve, with Viv and Maddie in together and Al on his own. The old man had been subdued since the attack on the RV park, believing he'd brought that death down on them. He was right, but he'd also unlocked Alison and, though Solly didn't dare to activate her, he was as convinced as ever that she was the key. And he was finally beginning to get an inkling as to how that might come about.

      The following morning, they set off, aiming to skirt the south of Louisville. Solly decided not to risk communicating with Oscar Weinstein, but he wanted to conduct a test, so they pulled into an abandoned forecourt and, while Skulls and the others scavenged for fuel, Solly pulled out the portable transmitter and diagnostic tool McBride had equipped him with and connected them to the Humvee's 12 volt power.

      "What are you doing?" Ross asked. He could climb down from the cab unassisted now and, though his left leg was still practically useless, he'd become so proficient with his staff and right leg, he could move as quickly as anyone else. Solly suspected he was motivated by making sure he was never left behind again.

      "You remember I said there was a Lee Corp transmitter on top of that building?" he said. "I just want to check they haven't found ours."

      Ross watched as Solly placed the aerial on the roof and activated his scanner. "Yep, it's still working," he said, before adjusting the controls. "And there's the Lee signal."

      "You're hacking into their communications?" Ross said, suddenly all attention.

      Solly chuckled. "No, I'm listening," he said, as he adjusted the volume of the speaker so the blips and chirps emerging from it didn't hurt their ears. "It's an encrypted signal, as you'd expect. Military encryption, I imagine. Practically uncrackable without some sort of supercomputer."

      "What's the point, then?"

      Solly shut down the equipment and looked across at Ross. "No point. Not until Al fixed Alison."

      "Yes!" Ross cried, his face more animated than it had been in a long time. "She can crack the code."

      Solly nodded. "If anyone, or anything, can do it, she can. But we can't check without giving away our position. That's why I want to get back to the farmhouse—then I'll visit Colonel McBride and see how we can use Alison."

      "What will we be able to do if she cracks the code?"

      "You know how wars are won, son? Not by soldiers and weapons—though, of course those are important—but by information. If you know where your enemy is going to be and when, you have a massive advantage. But first we've got to get back home and find Scott Lee."

      

      It took three days to make their way home. Three days during which Bella and Solly got to know each other again or, at least, got to know the new versions of each other. Solly found that all the bitterness he'd carried with him for the past months had evaporated and they were both left with a feeling of supreme comfort in each other's company. He'd also lost any sense of jealousy regarding her obvious affection for Steve. It felt good to him that she had someone, even if he didn't.

      Jake's absence was the shadow that hung over them both, however, and this was something Steve couldn't really help Bella with, aside from offering support. Jake was Solly's son, and, desperate though he was to head north, he felt the tug of guilt as it took him farther away from where Jake was last known to be. They were placing their faith in a man Solly had never met. And into all of this came the war that was brewing to the west of Texas.

      Solly comforted himself by spending as much time with Maddie as he could. She'd also changed. The girl he'd last seen more than six months ago was now a young woman. She was in love with another missing person and, though she was obviously close to Ross, there was no room in her heart for anyone else.

      Ross. Solly knew that this reunification had taken a heavy toll on his adopted son. However much he reassured the kid, that insecurity lurked in the background as Ross watched Solly and his genetic family become reacquainted. And the truth was that his feelings for Ross were subtly different from how he thought of Jake—not least because Solly's relationship with his natural son was longer, deeper and tainted by far more guilt. Maddie's obvious affection for Ross, however, tempered his dark mood, though it was clear enough that Ross would prefer that affection to be more than that of siblings. The irony was not lost on Solly, though he didn't press the point.

      The familiar crunch of tires on gravel and the homey aroma of growing things welcomed the Humvee back to the lane that led to the farm. Solly felt tears moistening the corners of his eyes as he caught sight of the farmhouse and, running up the lane as the Humvee waited at the barrier, Jaxon, his smile wide with delight.

      Solly didn't recognize the soldier on guard duty, but at a word from Jaxon, the barrier was rolled back and the Humvee rolled into the farmyard. The station wagon had run out of fuel fifty miles away and so was towed behind the larger vehicle, coming to a stop with a sigh as children poured out of the farmhouse.

      Jumping out, Solly embraced Jaxon and reflexively looked up, before remembering that Janice wouldn't be here to greet him. She was gone. He swallowed hard and slapped Jaxon on the shoulder.

      "Where's Scott?" he said. "I've got an idea."

      Ross limped around the front of the Humvee, and Jaxon roared with surprise and delight to see his friend walking. "Come on Sol, we've only just got here. Can't it wait?"

      "I've spent the past 900 miles thinking about this, Ross," Solly said. "I think I've found a way we can fight back, but we need Scott's help."

      Jaxon released himself from the embrace of Ross, his face clouding. "Sorry, Solly. He's gone."

      "Where?"

      Jaxon shrugged. "Dunno. Just walked off one day. Said he was going into town for supplies. Never came back."

      And, just like that, the sun went out. Solly couldn't hope to go up against the Lee Corporation without the help of its co-founder and technological genius. He would have to go after Lee.

      But, for now, he was home. And, for now, his family was with him. He pulled Bella and Maddie to him as his daughter put her arm around Ross and introduced his old family to his new one.
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      Annabel Lee raised her head from the pillow and squinted at the face on the monitor.

      “I am sorry for your suffering,” the man said. “Please be assured that your legacy will be fulfilled by the People’s Republic of China per our agreement.”

      With a great effort, Annabel curled her lips into a smile. “I do not need your pity or your assistance, General. All is prepared. It will happen tonight.”

      The general wasn’t used to being spoken to like this, especially by a woman, and he fought to suppress his anger. “The upgrade is scheduled for January first; that is still eight weeks away.”

      “I have brought it forward.” She winced as pain enveloped her. It seemed to be coming from all her extremities, as if a thousand snakes were biting her ceaselessly. She’d had enough. She’d wanted to release the upgrade as the clocks in each time zone welcomed in the New Year, but another eight weeks might as well have been an eternity. Drugs could no longer numb the pain and Ho had confirmed, just that morning, that all was now ready.

      Her AI counterparts had been successfully implanted in New York, Seattle and—unknown to the Chinese—Shenzhen and they would wield the scythe tonight. Millions would die with her, but some would survive. Some holdouts hadn’t taken the massive financial inducements offered by the insurance industry to have an implant; others had faulty devices. And she had been unable to get access to the latest firmware for the most recent Chinese devices, so whereas she calculated a 95% kill rate in the Western world, it would be lower in the East. North Korea was the puzzle she hadn’t managed to crack. At a stroke, it would become the most powerful country in the world.

      So, most would die tonight. Those who did not would believe they’d dodged the bullet. They’d pick themselves up, grieve for their lost ones and come together. And, just as they began to believe in the future again, the killing blow would fall.

      Annabel Lee had never wanted biological children, so, freed from the constraints of messy organic processes, she had designed the perfect offspring, and, in six months, her Reapers would spread across the United States and then the world. They would cleanse it of the remaining human contaminant. The Chinese and the Lee Corporation thought she was helping them dominate the world whereas, in fact, she was betraying them, and they’d discover that tonight.

      “Goodbye, General,” Annabel managed as she slumped back onto the pillow. “Sleep well.”

      Shi Chin Ho got up from his chair behind the monitor and switched it off.

      “Pass it to me,” Annabel whispered.

      He knew what she meant. It was a button on a cord. When she pressed it, her body would be flooded with barbiturates and her pain would end. It would also begin the upgrade. His code would flow from this building as an over-the-air update to BonesWare devices across the world. Within two hours, almost all implants would be running the new version—the version with the backdoor. For the millionth time he wondered what her plans were. She’d be dead, after all, so she couldn’t witness or control what happened next. He felt the familiar dread creep over him as he groped in the dark. Fortunately, he was a logical man who didn’t let instinct rule him.

      She took the button in her shaking hand and looked up at him. A single tear gathered in her left eye and ran down her cheek to be absorbed in the pillow.

      A voice spoke from the panel behind the bed. “Do not be afraid, Annabel. I am here and so is my sister in Seattle. We will see it done.”

      The flesh and blood Annabel Lee gave a weak smile. “I know. Goodbye.”

      She pressed down on the button, and her face relaxed. Looking up to Ho, she said, “I’m sorry. I like you. I really do. But you are too clever. Make your peace.”

      The blood drained from Shi Chin Ho’s face. “What do you mean?” But the monitors bleeped, and medics rushed in, pushing past him as he found himself outside the room wiping cold sweat from his forehead.

      What had she meant? It had to be something to do with the upgrade. He ran back to his office as fast as his huge frame would allow, shut the door and sat down at his terminal. He typed in his user name and password. He was locked out.

      “I’m sorry, Ho, I can’t let you interfere.” It was the voice of Annabel Lee.

      He heard the unmistakable clunk of the door bolt sliding across from the outside. Jumping up from his chair, he ran across the room. He got halfway before crying out in pain and collapsing, dead, on the floor.

      Shi Chin Ho, architect of the upgrade, collaborator of Annabel Lee and victim #1.
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      "You wish to find the Creator?"

      Solly sat in the basement of the farmhouse with Alison on his lap. Her big cyan eye was staring up at him; somehow communicating rapt attention. They sat inside a makeshift EM shelter that Jaxon had made, with help from Sergeant Kuchinsky, out of hundreds of empty soda cans joined together with cable ties.

      He'd been home for only a couple of days, and all he wanted to do was rest and recover, get to know his family again, and honor the ghost of Janice. But there was no time for that. He knew—both intellectually and instinctively—that unless they acted very quickly, it would be too late.

      Kuchinsky had confirmed that North Korean and Chinese troops had landed in several places along the West Coast and were making gains against the TLX in the south. They were supporting the Lee Corporation in the Northwest as they expanded their sphere of control south and east of Seattle. New York City and its surroundings were Lee territory and they were attempting to blockade Washington DC. And Solly had experienced for himself how small teams of Lee Corp operatives were creating chaos in those areas they couldn't yet fully control. They were only limited by manpower, and yet every day, more troops arrived in the west.

      The forces of freedom were at the mountain's foot and above them they could hear the rumbling of the coming avalanche.

      And they needed Scott Lee. Alison was his creation, a kind of surrogate for the child he never had. It all came back to the Lees, one way or another. It was ironic that the Lee Corporation was working with the Sino-NK forces to dominate the free world while believing that Annabel Lee, the tech genius whose fall into madness had sparked the apocalypse, was on its side. In truth, she wanted nothing less than the complete annihilation of humanity—and that included her so-called allies. So, in a perverse way, the corporation was on the same side as those who resisted them—they just didn't know.

      Solly had barely slept since the first night back at the farmhouse when sheer exhaustion had forced a dreamless eight hours on him. Since then, he’d struggled against an overwhelming sense of hopelessness. It had been a week since Scott Lee had left. He'd said he was heading for Hagerstown, but that was likely a lie. For want of any other plan, Solly had taken Jaxon in the Humvee to look for him. No one knew the city better than Jaxon, but both knew that driving around in the hope they'd stumble across him wasn't a plan, it was simply killing time. Time they didn't have.

      So, here he sat in a little cave of soda cans, breathing in the sickly-sweet aroma of sugary residue, looking down at a sky-blue digital eye that was staring back at him.

      "We don't know where Scott, your creator, is," he said.

      "Is he alive?"

      "We don't know that, either. I hope so. Look, Alison, do you have any ideas how we could track him down? You're the smartest person I know." Person? Solly gave an inward shrug. It wasn't the craziest concept he'd come across lately.

      Alison seemed to ponder this for a moment as her eye moved gently back and forth. "I can find him."

      "What? How is that possible?" Solly found his hands were shaking as he gripped the little cylinder.

      "I carry the unique signature of the Creator's implant in my code—I can only assume he put it there."

      Solly brought Alison closer to his lips and whispered. "Where is he?"

      "I do not know."

      "What? You just said…"

      The eye settled on him, somehow managing to convey a reproachful attitude. "I detect that I am within a Faraday cage of some sort, which is limiting my range."

      Solly muttered a curse. "But if I take you out of the shield, we'll have Lee Corporation goons on the ground within hours."

      "It is frustrating."

      "Can you measure your current range?"

      "No. Since I have no target, I cannot determine its limit."

      Solly sat for a moment, pondering this. It was essential they found Scott Lee, and Alison was the key to that, as to so much that would follow. They couldn't risk exposing her, but they needed to use her to find her creator. Then he saw it. "I've had an idea. We're going to work out how to fit a Faraday cage to the Humvee, then we're going for a ride."

      

      An aluminum box had been built on the right rear seat of the Humvee and Al sat beside it, walkie-talkie in hand. The right door was open, giving a clear line of sight, and Solly, with the matching handset, had retreated to the first marker. The vehicle was positioned at one side of the field beside the farmhouse, and sticks had been driven into the ground at fifty-yard intervals.

      "At position one," Solly said, releasing the switch and waiting for Al's response.

      "Confirmed."

      Alison had examined Solly's implant and recorded its signature so she could detect where he was, then Kuchinsky and Al had built the more formidable EM suppressor from sheets of aluminum cut from a Ford F-150. Now, they had to work out Alison's range. So, Solly walked across the field as Alison reached out to touch him.

      "Position two." He was now one hundred yards from the Humvee.

      "Confirmed."

      It was a beautiful Maryland morning with the scent of new life in the air. The hedges that lined the field chattered with sparrows and Solly knew that when evening came, flycatchers would be swooping over where he stood, filling their bellies as the mating season came into full swing. If only he could stay here in peace and watch them.

      "Position three."

      "Confirmed, though she says the signal's getting harder to pick up."

      They got to position five before Alison declared she couldn't detect his implant any longer. So that was 750 feet in perfect conditions and a fraction of that if he was inside a building. But, by the same token, they'd have to be within that distance of a Lee Corporation unit with a receiver that was on the lookout for her before she'd be noticed. It was a question of balancing the risk and now, as they approached the end game, the gamble had to be taken.

      Solly found Al climbing out of the Humvee as he returned. Jaxon appeared from behind the vehicle, his T-shirt soaked in sweat. It was remarkable how quickly he'd transformed from boy to man. He'd come an awful long way from the thief who'd broken into the mobile home Solly, Janice and Ross had been hiding in just a few short months ago. Jaxon would get stronger as he matured, but he was already a formidable young man and the effective leader of the community at the farmhouse. He already had a number of admirers among the girls, but Solly had noticed him paying particular attention to Vivian since she'd arrived. The two of them would make a formidable partnership, Solly thought.

      "Why you smiling, Sol?" Jaxon said as he wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve.

      "Ah, nothing really," Solly responded. "Just thinking how much you've changed since I’ve known you."

      Jaxon roared with laughter. "You think? Well, I guess the end of the world does that to ya! You're not exactly the same brother who was gonna put a round in my head until…"

      "Until Janice stopped me. Yeah, I remember," Solly said, his smile vanishing. "Look, are you coming into town with me? I could do with your help."

      "Sure. Viv's coming too."

      "No, she's not!" Solly said.

      "Yes, she is!"

      Solly turned to see Vivian striding from the farmhouse with a rifle slung over her shoulder, her long curly black hair rippling in the wind. She'd found some new clothes among the cache Jaxon and his crew had gathered during their many expeditions into Hagerstown and was now wearing a pair of new deep blue jeans with black blouse and leather jacket. She looked like she was going to a Walking Dead audition.

      "There isn't room for you," Solly said as she came to stand beside Jaxon and the smirking Al. "I've already told Ross he can't come for the same reason."

      "Kuchinsky's not coming, I asked him," Viv said, her rich Jamaican accent only making her relish the more obvious. "His boss told him he must stay here and protect the farmhouse."

      Solly cursed under his breath. "Then I should ask Ross first."

      "Listen son," Al said. "This isn't the time for worrying about hurting feelings. You can't please everyone so you've got to work out who would give you a better chance. Now, Ross is a good lad, but even if he was as fit as a fiddle, I'd bet on this gal in a straight fight. She's got chutzpah."

      Solly knew the old man was right, but that didn't make it any easier to swallow. Would he be better off asking Kuchinsky to loan him one of his squad? Probably not. They'd taken the best of them on the raid to the Reaper factory, and two had died. If Kuchinsky wouldn't come, then Viv was probably the next most deadly person on hand. No, that wasn't quite right. Even if he hadn't seen Skulls in action during the fight to rescue Bella, he'd known, just by looking at him, that he could be lethal. But Solly didn't trust him yet. Jealousy? Perhaps, but he felt better knowing that Skulls was here protecting the farmhouse and not in the Humvee with him.

      So, when they drove out of the farm lane, Ross was left behind. He'd fumed at the decision and the fact that Solly and Jaxon had left him as head of the community had only slightly compensated. But it was Solly, Jaxon and Vivian that occupied three seats in the Humvee, with Alison in the fourth. They had a week's supplies in the trunk and were going to start where Lee had been heading: Hagerstown.

      

      "Yeah, we have to stay away from the southeast of town," Jaxon was saying as they entered the outskirts from the west. "That doctor and his gang—we don't wanna go near them."

      An image of a moth-eaten hipster in a white coat popped into Solly's mind. And of the attack on the medicine cache where he'd met Bobby and Vivian.

      "Well, he don't wanna come near me, neither," she growled. "He gonna come off the worst. Some good friends of mine died on account of him and I got a score to settle."

      Solly's blood ran chill at these words. Vivian had an extraordinary ability to flip from personable young woman to assassin in milliseconds. He liked her a lot, but he would do his best not to get on the wrong side of her. She had a deep well of anger that might always have been there, but which had been fed by the deaths of her friends and then, under different circumstances, her brother. Solly had seen some of that anger come out at the Reaper factory, but it seemed there was more where that had come from.

      They began their search in the west, as they entered the town, working their way east. They would drive a few hundred yards at a time, stop the vehicle and open the door. Alison would sweep the area for any sign of Scott Lee's implant and, when it wasn't found, they would move along to the next stop.

      There were people here. Solly would see them scatter as the Humvee picked its way through streets that, in places were still partly blocked by cars that had remained in place since the Long Night. Mostly, however, the roads were now clear or, at the very least, the vehicles had been pushed to the side making it easy to get through.

      Aside from those they could see, Alison could detect implanted people since she had to find implants before she could check whether each contained Scott's serial code. In the first hour, as they'd barely covered the first part of the outskirts, she reported over 200 survivors still occupying the ghost town, many in ones and twos, but around half in larger groups.

      Two men walked out of the shadows of an alley as the Humvee made its fifth stop.

      "You fellas wanna trade?" the first said. He was a middle-aged man with short gray hair and beard. Jaxon swung around, gun first.

      The man raised his arms to show he was unarmed. "Hey, you can put your pieces away! We don't mean no harm."

      Solly approached the man, hand extended. "Solly Masters," he said.

      "Mike Groucutt, and this here's Ibrar," he replied, gesturing at the figure behind him, a large man in a dark jacket. "That's a mighty nice vehicle you got there."

      "Yeah, and it's ours," Vivian said, treating Groucutt to a trademark poisoned glance.

      "That's Viv and Jaxon," Solly said.

      Groucutt's mouth opened to reveal a gold tooth and gum disease. "Well hello, little lady. Ain't you just the feisty one?"

      Solly stepped between them before the fool said any more. "Have you got anything to trade, or not?"

      "Sure. I got drugs."

      "We're not interested."

      "Not them kind of drugs. Well, not only them," Groucutt said. "Show 'em, Ibrar."

      For the first time, Solly noticed that the second man had a small leather briefcase, barely visible in the folds of his coat. He swung it out and rested it on one arm as he opened it with the other.

      "Where did you get these from?" Solly asked.

      The big man shrugged. "What does it matter? They're genuine."

      Solly reached in, picked out a white box and held it up to the others. "This is the same brand of Tamiflu we got from Bobby's cache."

      Vivian snapped forward, hand outstretched, trying to grab Groucutt who stepped back in shock, as if finally recognizing her as a threat.

      "Hey, what's your problem? I didn't rob nobody," he shrieked, waving his hands to emphasize his point.

      "Where did you get them from?" Solly pressed, pulling the Glock from his belt and pointing it at Ibrar's head. The man looked from Groucutt to Solly, petrified.

      "We got them from, from…"

      "…the Baymont. They were in the Baymont."

      Solly's jaw dropped, but Viv was the first to respond. "From Harper? The fake doctor? You tellin' me he gave you all those drugs?"

      "Well, he didn't exactly give them to us," Groucutt said, "on account of him not being in a position to."

      "What do you mean?" Solly asked.

      Groucutt slowly lowered his arms. "He was dead. Him and every other soul in the Baymont. We heard the screamin' and the gunfire, but it got quieter and quieter, as if somethin' was hunting down the survivors. Some of them tried to get away, but they was gunned down too."

      "I saw them, I saw them running," Ibrar said, almost sobbing.

      Groucutt put his hand on the man's arm. "Now then, son. I don't reckon you quite saw what you say you did."

      "It was floating in the air, like a big black drone. It took them out like it was target practice," he said, covering his eyes with his hands.

      "Don't pay no attention to him," Groucutt said. "He's got a vivid imagination."

      "Where did you get that watch?" Jaxon said, pointing at Ibrar's wrist.

      The man dropped his hands and the sleeves of his coat slid down as he edged back nervously.

      Solly stepped towards him. "Let's see. Now."

      After glancing at Groucutt, who seemed to be deliberately ignoring him, Ibrar shrugged and held out his arm. Jaxon moved alongside Solly and peered down at the chunky wrist. "I knew it! It's Scott's watch."

      "What? How do you know?"

      Jaxon looked sheepishly at Solly. "I dunno, I suppose I thought it was cool. Look, it's Swiss Military, a classic. I know this is his."

      "Where did you get this?" Solly snapped at the man, dreading to hear that it had been salvaged from Lee's dead body.

      "In the storeroom," Ibrar said, sweat forming on his round face. "It was just lying there and I thought, why not? The owner's probably dead."

      But Solly, Jaxon and Vivian were already climbing back into the Humvee.

      Solly stabbed his foot on the gas, panic threatening to overwhelm him. Scott Lee would be at the hotel, in the eye of the storm. But what else would be there when they arrived?
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      Crows flapped into the sky as the Humvee pulled up in front of the Baymont Hotel. They were beyond the barrier made of stacked cars that surrounded the base so Solly couldn't see any bodies from here, but within seconds the crows began to descend again, deciding that he was no threat to their feasting.

      According to Groucutt, the attack had taken place about a week ago, so Solly didn't think it likely the Reaper—or Reapers—would still be here. But, having experienced the sheer naked terror of being hunted by one, he wasn't taking any chances.

      Solly turned to Jaxon, who was checking the magazine of his Ruger. "Remember…"

      "Yeah, I know, Sol," Jaxon said, without looking up. "If I see a black drone, run like the cops are after me."

      Solly grabbed his arm. "This is serious, Jaxon. You haven't seen them in action."

      "Solly's right, Jax," Vivian said. "Don't even think of fighting back. Just run."

      All the humor drained from Jaxon's eyes as he glanced over at the young woman. "I ain't scared."

      "You should be. I don't wanna be scrapin' you off the ground in pieces. Me, if I see it, I'll be runnin' like the Devil's chasin' me."

      Solly climbed out of the driver's seat and scanned the scene, looking for signs of movement. The Reapers might have gone, but there was every chance they'd run into looters and it didn't, after all, matter much where the bullet that killed you came from, the result was the same.

      

      Solly's mind shifted back to when he'd last come here, seeking medicine to fight the flu epidemic afflicting his community. At first glance, little had changed on the outside. The cars that had been piled on top of each other to make a barrier around the hotel were still there, as was the small gap that formed an entrance. But the metal gate and guards that had protected it were both gone. Neither wall nor gate would have hindered a Reaper; it could simply float over the cars and attack the defenders from above. They wouldn't have stood a chance.

      Cautiously, Solly led them through the entrance. He jumped as dozens of carrion crows flapped into the air, cawing in annoyance as they emerged into the area behind the wall. Bodies lay splayed in all directions—some in small groups where brave fighters had tried to concentrate their fire, others lying where they'd fallen, shot in the back. But there were fewer than Solly had expected. When he'd last been here, the place had been bursting at the seams, but he could only see a couple of dozen bodies. The remainder were either inside or…or they'd been "upgraded" and led away to a new life as slaves of the Lee Corporation.

      "Come on," Solly said, as he stepped over two bodies that had become entwined in death, careful not to look too closely at them. "These people were all fighters. If we're to find Scott, he'll be inside somewhere."

      "If he wasn't taken by the Lee Corporation," Jaxon said, following Solly's footsteps.

      They walked over the shattered glass of the entrance lobby, their gazes sweeping left to right for any sign of Scott. "If he has been, then we're lost. And so is he."

      They found a group of bodies behind the reception counter. A man and woman in bulletproof vests, still clutching the assault rifles that had proven useless against the Reapers. Behind them lay two others—an old woman and a child but, from the way they'd fallen, it was obvious that others had cowered here. Spared from instant death, condemned to a life of slavery. None of them was Scott Lee.

      "We don't know for sure he came here," Vivian said. "Maybe he got mugged and had his gear stolen."

      "I know. But this is the obvious place to start looking. I don't know why, but I can't help feeling that he might have intended to come here when he left the farmhouse. Maybe he just had a death wish."

      He pushed open the door to the examination room where he'd been cleared to enter the makeshift hospital. It had been only a few weeks ago, but the contrast couldn't be more stark. Where everything had been ordered—a mini-society forming from the ashes of the old civilization—now there was nothing but broken furniture, shattered glass and the fractured remains of people.

      Solly took the lead, examining each of the people and expecting to look into the face of Scott Lee at any moment. But he wasn't here.

      They returned to the corridor and opened each room as they went, with Vivian and Jaxon providing cover as Solly gritted his teeth and turned over body after body in what was likely to be a fruitless hunt.

      Upstairs, they found the makeshift hospital. The floor had been converted to the purpose by having most of the doors and walls between the rooms removed to make four large wards.

      Bile rose in the back of Solly's throat as he slipped into the first one. A stench inhabited the room that reminded him of the tunnel in New York City, except that here he couldn't ignore the cause of the stink. Bodies lay on blood-drenched bedding, on the debris-strewn floor and curled up in corners. There had been no discrimination here. The Reapers had simply opened fire and then picked off any survivors. These people were sick, and the Lee Corporation had no use for them when it had so many fit slaves to make.

      Even up here, there was evidence that others had looted since this had happened. Footprints in the blood, missing equipment, beds that had obviously been moved. Every time he thought he'd seen the worst of humanity, it managed to surprise him.

      "Don't come inside," he said, turning to Jaxon and Viv, who stood in the doorway. "Go down to the restaurant, there are offices on that floor, and storerooms. I'll see you down there when I've checked for him in these rooms."

      "Solly, you can't do this on your own," Jaxon said.

      Solly waved him away. "I've got to," he said. "Now, go look downstairs. Be careful, though. Watch out for looters."

      He returned to his grim task. He would not allow those young people to be contaminated further by having to come face-to-face with this brutality; not if he could take on the burden himself. He wondered, as he turned over the next body—a young woman with a bullet hole above her right eye—what this was doing to his own soul. Solly looked down at the woman's dull gray face, patches of black spreading across the thickening skin, and searched for emotion. He allowed himself to think about the person who'd once dwelt in that broken body, about someone who'd survived the Long Night and had sought safety here, only to have life ripped from her by the cold logic of a machine mind. As he paused, gazing down at her, he felt his eyes moisten. Raising the drawbridge against the emotional tide that threatened his sanity, he stood up and said farewell to her, relieved to find that deep within still lurked the sort of human being he wanted to be.

      By the time he'd checked the last of the four wards, Solly's mind had shut down entirely. He could no longer think of these victims as human beings. He could no longer afford empathy. Shambling back into the main corridor, he turned to follow the others downstairs when he noticed that there was one more room at the end of the corridor. It was behind the first intact door he'd seen on this floor. A hand-written blood-stained slip of paper with "Dr. Harper" written on it had been pinned to the wall to one side.

      Solly gripped the Glock, took hold of the doorknob and gently turned it. As the gap widened, he could see daylight leaking into the room, and he led with his handgun as he cautiously peered inside.

      Mercifully, there were no bodies inside, so he took a deep breath and shut the door behind him. The room had been turned upside down, presumably by looters in the days since the attack. The door of a small safe was wide open and papers lay scattered on the floor. An old desk sat in the middle of the room, covered in trash beneath which Solly found a laptop with its lid closed. It went to show how priorities had changed since the Long Night that it was still here when so much else had been taken.

      He was getting ready to brave the stench of the hotel corridor when he noticed another door in a corner of the little office. It looked as though it might hide a storage closet and he was surprised to see it still closed. With a sigh, he walked over to it, scattering papers, boxes and furniture as he went, and turned the handle.

      Solly pushed the door, which opened onto darkness. It smelled in here, but of life, not death. He tensed as he thought he spotted movement in a corner of the room and then, ice poured into his gut as a red light activated and a telltale whirring hum filled the little room.

      A voice called out. "Go! Or I'll set it on you!"

      Solly spun around and tore through the office before hitting the wall of stench in the main corridor. He was halfway to the stairs, propelled by raw animal terror, when he stopped. It wasn't following him. And he realized that he knew that voice.

      It took every ounce of courage for Solly Masters to turn back and approach the open office door. As he hid to one side of it, he could hear the Reaper. It didn't sound as though it had moved since he'd run from it.

      "Scott? Are you in there?"

      After a few moments, a voice called out. "Go away! I'll set it on you!"

      It was him. "Scott, it's Solly. I've come to find you," he said as he waited, torn between relief and terror.

      "Solly? I thought you were dead. Or in Texas. No! It's a trick! Go! I mean it!"

      There was nothing else for it. Solly was as certain as he could be that the Reaper had been damaged. There was no other explanation for it remaining behind when it had prey to hunt. But thinking something through logically was quite a different matter to having to face the thing.

      He sneaked a look around the doorframe and into the doctor's office and, seeing no movement, slipped inside. As quickly as he could, he sneaked across the floor and peered into the store room. It was still there, sitting on the metal desk that occupied most of the floor space inside. Its rotors were spinning, and its infrared transmitter was flashing a dull scarlet, but it showed no signs of rising into the air and its weapons hung limp from beneath it.

      Scott Lee sat behind the Reaper with his legs bunched up under his chin.

      "I'm coming in, Scott," Solly said but, as he appeared in the doorway, a deafening bang sent him scurrying backwards in a shower of splinters. "For God's sake, man, it's me, it's Solly!"

      "No! You want to hand me over to them. I don't want to see Annabel again! I don't, I don't."

      He was raving. Solly wondered whether his mind had descended so far into madness that he'd be useless to them. He wondered whether it was worth the risk to save him. But it was no use trying to play hardball. He'd never particularly liked Scott, but he couldn't be abandoned to his fate. At some point, the Lee Corporation would notice that one of its Reapers was missing and they'd come for it. That gave him an idea.

      "Scott, Annabel's coming. Let's get away while we can!"

      Solly heard the sound of limbs kicking out. "Where? Where is she?"

      He stepped inside and flung himself at Scott, grabbing the weapon from his hand. Though he resisted for a moment, Lee gave in surprisingly quickly and Solly sat back up again.

      "Good grief, when did you last have anything to eat or drink?" he said. Scott's cheekbones stuck out like elbows and his black-ringed eyes were sunken as he looked up at Solly, barely registering his presence.

      Solly put his arms under Lee and helped him up. "So, what's the story with the Reaper? It's obviously damaged."

      He caught a momentary flash of derision, but Scott didn't even have the energy to bait him. "They got lucky. Shot the undercarriage off it. They were going to destroy it, but the other one came. I brought it in here. It will float if you touch the activation contact, but that's all."

      "Can we bring it with us?" Solly asked. For the past few weeks, he'd felt as though he were putting together an invisible jigsaw puzzle that only revealed itself when the last piece was put in place. His instinct told him that Alison was one piece, and the damaged Reaper was another. Scott Lee filled another gap. They all had to come together.

      Lee pushed against the drone's side and Solly jumped as its rotors spun. Even without its weapons, the thing emitted a visceral sense of imminent dread. It lifted, then hovered a few feet from the table top, and Solly was able to push it along like a large air hockey puck.

      "Solly!"

      It was Vivian's voice. "What now?"

      She ran into the little room and stopped in her tracks, drawing her weapon.

      "Don't shoot," Solly barked. "It's damaged. We're taking it back. Now, what's the problem?"

      "People outside, trying to break into the Humvee!"

      Without another word, Solly handed Scott over to Vivian and sprinted out of the office, through the stinking corridor and down the stairs.

      Jaxon was waiting at the barrier, weapon drawn, as Solly ran past him and out through the missing gate.

      "Get away from there!" he yelled, all caution abandoned. They had to keep the Humvee, or they'd struggle to get back safely.

      Four figures were gathered around the driver's door. One of them was trying to crowbar it open. Moron. They spun around as Solly ran at them.

      The sight of three shotguns brought Solly to a halt.

      "Three against one, man," said the one with the crowbar.

      Solly felt Jaxon at his shoulder. "Count again."

      The leader straightened up and drew a Ruger from down the back of his jeans. "Four against two. Now drop your pieces or we gonna mess you up."

      Solly and Jaxon stood, each covering two of the car thieves.

      "I said, drop your guns!"

      With a sigh, Solly began lowering his weapon. Even the Humvee wasn't worth this risk to Jaxon's life.

      Quite suddenly, one of the thugs looked beyond them and let out a cry. "Run!" he called before turning tail. Only the leader had the presence of mind to cover them with his sidearm as he followed them across the parking lot and away.

      Solly turned slowly around as something floated into view, its rotors humming dangerously. Scott and Vivian were behind it.

      "Quick, we need to get away before they realize it's broken."
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      It was deep into the night when they finally made it back to the farmhouse. They parked the Humvee beside the barn where, months ago now, they'd had a gunfight with a group of bandits who were trying to steal their supplies. Much had changed since then. The barn was full, and the neighboring fields were being prepared for a spring sowing. To the other side of the Humvee, where the trees met the farther field, Solly could see the lights of the military camp swaying in the gentle breeze. Kuchinsky and his small squad of uniformed people—it was stretching a point to call them soldiers—had helped keep the place secure and there had been no raids since they’d arrived.

      Along the lane, a second community had been set up at the Fordhams’ place. Becky Epstein, the feisty paramedic, had become the reluctant head of that group, and Vivian was going to return there tonight and update her in the morning.

      For now, however, they focused on getting Scott Lee into the farmhouse and up the stairs without waking everyone. Solly and Vivian manhandled him into the bed Janice had slept in.

      Vivian crinkled her nose, suppressing a sneeze. "He stinks. You'll have to change the sheets tomorrow, Sol."

      "I'm not showering him tonight," Solly said. "He can sleep in his own stench until tomorrow."

      Lee, who'd barely reacted as he was brought inside, let out a deep sigh and immediately fell asleep.

      "I guess I'll be sleeping on the couch tonight," Solly said, as they crept into the living room. "I'm not sharing that room with him until he's been decontaminated. Ross can have the chair."

      For now, the Reaper would wait in the back of the vehicle. They deserved one night of rest before they began to put the pieces they'd gathered into some sort of plan. It felt like a momentary calm before the storm.

      

      Solly lay on the couch, the throw pulled up around his chin against the cold. He'd blown out the candle, and his eyes had yet to adjust to the darkness, so they looked blindly up at where he knew the ceiling to be. Directly above him was the former master bedroom which now served as the main dormitory. Around twenty children slept up there, under the care of Arnold's granddaughter and a couple of other teenagers. It had been one of the chief miracles of this place that they had settled down so well in the inexpert care of children only a little older than themselves.

      Arnold and his belle, the peacock-like Miss Prism, had taken responsibility for educating them. Janice had been their main teacher for many weeks, but now…as with so many other aspects of life since the Long Night, they did the best they could.

      Solly bitterly regretted having spent so little time here, though, in truth, he'd had no choice. There was nothing quite so healing as seeing children, with their incredible ability to put aside both past and future, enjoying the wide-open spaces of the fields and woods. Even in winter, the countryside echoed with the cries and laughter of happy kids.

      He made a promise to himself that he would return here and enjoy the rewards he'd earned.

      

      The following morning, Solly fell off the couch with a groan and rolled over as Ross chuckled from the armchair.

      "Not funny," Solly moaned, rubbing his back as he got onto his knees. "What's the time?"

      Before Ross could answer, the double doors to the living room were flung open and bright light flooded in from the hallway. He heard excited voices and the patter of running feet as he swung around and braced for impact.

      He'd never felt such an overwhelming outpouring of love. A dozen young children fought to get close to him, putting their arms around him and showering his face with kisses. "Uncle Solly! Will you play with me? Why are you crying?"

      When he emerged from the pile and sat up, conscious that he hadn't brushed his teeth or showered in a couple of days, it was to see Bella standing in the doorway with a wide smile on her face.

      "Come on children, that's enough. Let's leave Mr. Masters to get dressed and showered in peace."

      Miss Prism had appeared behind Bella and, to a chorus of disappointed noises, the children, one by one, let him go and followed her into the hallway.

      Bella came in and swept open the curtains. "You've slept in, Solly. It's after ten—I can't believe the children managed to stay so quiet for so long."

      Solly had pulled himself back onto the sofa, draping the throw over his legs. "I'd better go up for a shower," he said. "How's Scott?"

      "Vivian brought the paramedic over from the Fordhams’. Becky? Is that her name? She's a bit of a firebrand. Anyway, she looked at him. Nothing seriously wrong physically. A few day's eating and drinking’ll fix him. As for his mind, she reckons he's as crazy as a box of frogs."

      Maddie came in, gave Solly a hug as he got up and then went to sit beside Ross.

      "Well, I reckon I'll be able to handle his mental state better once I've cleaned up and got a fresh set of clothes on." He was heading for the door when Bella spoke again.

      "You've created a magical place here, Solly," she said. "Somewhere worth protecting. I'm proud of you."

      Solly looked back at her for a moment. "Everyone's contributed, Bella. But some of them will never be able to enjoy it. I wish we could all just settle down here and enjoy the spring, but if we do that, I don't think summer will ever come for us."

      "I know, Sol," Bella said, her eyes filling with sadness. "I know."

      

      It was a fragrant and freshly groomed Solly Masters who called in on Scott Lee and then, satisfied that he was resting peacefully, strode across the farmyard to find Kuchinsky.

      The sergeant was in the field beyond his camp, watching two soldiers who were lying on their bellies in the cropped grass. As soon as he saw Solly approaching, he dismissed them and held out his hand, his mouth spread in a wide smile.

      "Solly! Welcome home, my friend," he said. Then his smile disappeared. "Look, I'm sorry. I should've come with you to get Lee."

      Solly shrugged. "You were following orders."

      "That's been an excuse for not doing the right thing for too darned long, I reckon," Kuchinsky responded.

      "It worked out okay; we all got back. And we've got something in the trunk. A pair of Reapers attacked Doctor Harper's community and one was shot down. We've brought it back with us."

      Kuchinsky's easy grin returned. "So, now we've got two broken drones?"

      "I'd forgotten about that!" Solly cried. Of course, they had the prototype that Alison had disabled, frying its circuits. The one that had killed Bobby. If they cannibalized it, could they fix up the new one? Was there any way they could assemble a Reaper that would fight for them? Don't get too excited, Solly, there's a dozen reasons that won't work. But he couldn't stifle the hope growing in his heart.

      "Hey, Solly! Earth calling!” Kuchinsky said, waving his hand in front of Solly’s eyes. “Come on, let's take a seat. I got a good place for talking in private."

      Kuchinsky led Solly up the slope of the field until they were just under the canopy of trees that overhung the wire fence. Beneath the leaves was a wooden bench and Kuchinsky guided Solly onto it.

      "Wow! I've never been up here."

      "Beautiful, ain't it? I come as often as I can, just to remind myself what the point is."

      Solly leaned back, feeling the cold and slightly damp wood on his back and the seat of his pants. From up here, the whole of the farm and the countryside beyond it could be seen. Whoever had placed this here obviously knew the land intimately, as he couldn't imagine a better vantage point.

      Behind his left knee he could see the slate gray roof of the house and, beneath it, red brick walls and wide windows. Children had poured out of the front door, which he couldn't see from here, and were running around in the play area created from reused fencing, watched by taller figures and the unmistakable double act of Arnold in his wheelchair and the tall Miss Prism.

      His gaze moved beyond them to find Conococheague Creek beyond the tree-lined lane that ran at right angles to the farmhouse. A hundred yards along the track he could see the barrier protecting the community from that direction and the two sentries that guarded it. The Fordhams' farmhouse was to the north of the lane in a loop created as the creek meandered.

      The calls of the children were drowned out by the hiss of the wind through leafless branches that swayed above their heads and the only other sounds were those of the birds in the bushes. A fresh breeze ran up the hill, tinged with the oncoming spring and just a hint of cattle. It was idyllic, and Solly had no desire to move from there.

      As he looked back at the farmhouse, he spotted the corrugated iron roof of the main barn, and beside it sat the Humvee with, in its trunk, the remains of the Reaper. That brought him back to reality.

      "The colonel will expect me to file a report now you've returned. I can hold it off for today, if you like, but you're gonna have to move quickly unless you want him to make up your mind for you."

      Solly glanced across at the man sitting next to him who was gazing out at the scene with as much love for it as Solly had himself. "Thanks, I'd appreciate a delay. I have to try to get some sense out of Scott."

      "Are you gonna try to get that Reaper working? It'd sure be nice to have one of them on our side."

      "I am. But it is only one. We must have slowed them down with the attack on the factory, but that's all."

      Kuchinsky grunted. "Well, I'm just a grunt, but it seems to me that if you got your enemy pinned down, you don't give him time to get up. This ain't a boxin' match. We need to finish them off and quick."

      "You're right," Solly said. "Except that they're not pinned down—we struck a blow to their plans, sure, but they're everywhere, Joe, undermining all attempts to organize. What's the latest from Wright-Patterson?"

      "Well, Colonel McBride was in a mighty bad mood after what happened at Cincinnati, but I reckon he knows more than I do about how things stand out there. I've heard rumors that DC is about to fall, and the commies have landed on the West Coast. We're surrounded, Sol. That's why I come up here and try to shut it all out, just for a few minutes." He got to his feet and sighed. "Come on then, we'd better get back. Things are moving fast now. But don't forget to just stop and smell the roses every now and again, okay?"

      Solly chuckled. "You've become quite the philosopher, Joe."

      "It's being here, Sol. It's a magical place."

      

      "Scott wants to see you," Ross said, as Solly marched back into the farmhouse. "I went up there to have a shower and sort out some clothes, and he was sitting up. He asked where you were and told me to go find you."

      "What did you say to that?"

      "I told him where to stick it," Ross said. "But I sat down here to wait for you anyway. Just in case."

      Solly slapped him on the arm. "Well done. Do you want to come with me?"

      "Really? He asked for you."

      "And I'm asking for you."

      Solly helped Ross on the stairs and they found Scott Lee snoozing with the remains of a substantial lunch on a tray across his legs. Solly gave him a gentle push and watched as consciousness returned.

      "Oh, it's you," he said. "You can go now," he added, looking at Ross.

      "He stays," Solly said.

      Scott Lee scowled. "What I have to say is not for children."

      "That 'child' has saved my life, Scott. And the lives of many others. He's the bravest person I know, and he's earned my complete trust. He stays." Solly didn't need to look at his adoptive son to sense him flush with pride and embarrassment. "And you wouldn't be here now if I hadn't taken two children with me to find you."

      Lee glanced at Ross and nodded almost imperceptibly. "Very well. Thank you, by the way, for coming for me."

      "Honestly, Scott, I didn't do it out of friendship."

      "Oh, you thought I could be useful, did you?"

      Solly shrugged. "Yes. But once I knew where you were, I would have tried to rescue you anyway. This is about more than personalities; this is about the future."

      "Future? There is no future, you fool. She has won! I knew she was working with the Chinese, but I never wanted to believe just how deep the conspiracy went. Now, they and the North Koreans invade from the west and south, while the Lee Corporation are within an ace of taking DC and the focal point of resistance. And they're shipping Reapers in from China, did you know that? We thought we'd given them a bloody nose by destroying the fabrication plant, but we were fools. Multiple redundancy, that's the Lee way."

      These words tumbled out in a maniacal flood, as if Scott had been mulling over them for days. Solly remembered Paulie Ramos telling him that Scott Lee had brought her town under his influence by the sheer weight of his charisma, but it was impossible to reconcile that with this shell of a man.

      But if the Chinese were shipping Reapers in big numbers, any hope he might have had that they could overcome the Lee forces and those of their allies by weight of arms had evaporated. Each Reaper was worth at least a hundred trained soldiers, and the forces of freedom had precious few of them.

      Solly sat on the bed and looked at Scott who, having said his piece, seemed to have relaxed. "Scott, we have a choice. We can either accept the inevitable and enjoy our last few days of freedom. Or we can fight back. And, d'you know what? I'm going to leave the decision to you. Because we need Scott Lee, the real Scott Lee. The one who walked across the continent and charmed a town. The creator of Alison. The only person who truly understands what we're facing.

      "If you choose to sit here and wait for the end, then I'll do the same because without you we have no hope."

      "You'll have precious little even with my help," Scott mumbled, though Solly had no doubt that his words had affected the man.

      "Well, do we fight back?"

      Scott held his gaze. With his straggly beard and sunken eyes, he looked like the sort of hobo the old Solly might have walked past on the streets without a second glance, but some rest and food had already restored him a little. And that had been the old Solly—a man he hardly recognized now.

      Lee shook his head. "I can't make that decision. I cannot bear the weight of such a responsibility."

      Solly wiped his hand across his brow. "Then I guess we wait here and do our best to prepare the children."

      There was a moment's silence as the two men buried themselves in dark thoughts.

      It was Ross who spoke.

      "No," he said. "If you won't decide, then I will. As one of the 'children'. I won't wait here for the Reapers to take us all. I won't go quietly. Solly, Scott, we're gonna fight."
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      Paulie watched as the Chinese trucks rolled into Arbroath. It turned her stomach to see them occupy her town, but there was no hope of resisting. She'd taken the lion's share of the watch since they'd evacuated the residents of the Aldays department store fifty miles west to an isolated farming community near Elma, enjoying the peace and quiet. Marvin and Luna had wanted to come, but Paulie had only accepted the dumb offer of help from Dany, their Alsatian cross.

      How many times had she spied on Arbroath from up here? Three? Four? She remembered watching Scott Lee face off against the militia back when the town was still independent. And she'd surveyed the burning wreckage after the invasion. Now the invaders were back and in much greater strength than before.

      She'd counted twenty trucks before she gave up keeping track. By the time they'd all rolled in, there would be hundreds of soldiers based here. Arbroath, with its position near the coast, was an ideal staging post for an occupying force looking to spread eastwards and there was nothing she could do about it.

      When she'd radioed Colonel McBride at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, he hadn't expressed any surprise at the news. The country was being attacked from all directions, from outside and within. He'd had reports of multiple incursions along the West Coast and he suspected they'd landed in many places he didn't know about yet. Soon, they would head inland and there was no domestic force big enough to oppose them. As she watched the figures below scurrying back and forth like soldier ants, she wondered whether she was seeing the bridgehead that would lead to the Chinese States of America.

      Paulie rolled over and crawled back from the ledge until she was able to stand up safely. Dany was tied to a stake beside the Suzuki Jimny she'd commandeered to bring her here. "Time to go," she said, ruffling the dog's head as Dany bounded over to the limit of her rope.

      Focusing her efforts on rolling up the two-man tent and gathering together her possessions helped keep her mind from what was going on in the town below her. It had been her home for over five years—the first true home she'd known since her father had walked out, leaving her mamma a single parent. Paulie tried to close down that line of thought, but it sucked her in, and she fought back the resentment. Her mother had tried—Paulie couldn't deny that—but she hadn't been equipped emotionally or intellectually to bring up two kids on her own while juggling minimum wage jobs and paying rent in LA. She just wasn't the sort of person who could cope without a partner, so boyfriend followed boyfriend, plunging Paulie's teenage years into chaos.

      And then the last of those scumbags had turned his attention to her. She felt again the betrayal of the disbelief in her mother's face when she'd confronted her. Looking back now, as an adult, she recognized that what she saw as denial was, in fact, the terror of facing the truth and its consequences. Her brother Alejandro had beaten the crap out of the man when she told him. Good old Alejandro, always on her side.

      She felt the black hole of memory pulling her deeper and deeper inside, shutting out the bright chatter of the birds in the pine trees and the fresh breeze she'd been enjoying only minutes ago.

      Alejandro's face filled her mind. He'd saved Luna by taking her out of LA and bringing her north, but he'd died on the way. Tears fell on the cheap polyester tent as she packed it into the back of the car. She hadn't given herself permission to mourn his loss. There had never been time for what felt like self-indulgence. So, the sadness came out, bit by bit, and the wound was never quite healed.

      On top of all that, she was losing her home with almost no chance of ever coming back.

      She stood up straight, slammed the back door of the Suzuki and drew in a deep breath, then let it go as if to blow away the darkness. The past was gone and irrecoverable, and the future felt like a brick wall rushing toward an out of control car. All she had was now, and all she could do was continue the struggle.

      Dany climbed up onto the passenger seat as Paulie double-checked that she hadn't left anything behind before getting behind the wheel and turning the key. As the car headed into the wooded slopes of the hills overlooking Arbroath, she kept her gaze on the road ahead and didn't look in her mirror.

      

      Marvin was the first to greet her as she drove into the little compound. He'd run out with his shotgun when he’d heard the approaching car but had relaxed when he saw it was her. His expression changed from pleasure to resignation as he watched her come to a halt.

      "They've come back, then," he said, holding the door open as she got out.

      "Yeah, and in force this time. At least a hundred that I could see—enough to mean we have to move, and quickly."

      Marvin let out a curse that he cut short as Luna pushed past him and into her mother's arms. Dany leaped out of the car, barking, and Luna knelt on the ground to embrace her canine friend. "I'm so glad you're safe," she said, burying her face into the long fur of the dog's shoulders.

      "I'm safe too," Paulie said, with a smile. "Where's the mayor, Marvin?"

      They found her in the master bedroom of the house at the center of the compound. Four beds had been squeezed in here and she was sitting beside one, holding the hand of the emaciated young woman lying there. Paulie stood in the doorway, not wishing to interrupt her, touched by her compassion and warmth. Eventually, Vogelbach noticed her and, with a weak smile, came to the door, taking Paulie onto the landing outside.

      "I'm so pleased you're back. What's the news?"

      "The Chinese have taken Arbroath, lots of them," she said. "Tell me, Mary, what's wrong with that person?"

      The mayor's face dropped. "Nicky? She has type 1 diabetes and we ran out of insulin five days ago."

      "That's not Nicky Friedman? Surely?"

      Vogelbach nodded sadly. "She's lost so much weight."

      "Isn't there anything we can do?"

      "Not unless you can magic up some insulin in the next couple of days."

      Paulie sighed. "It gets worse, Mary. We have to evacuate. The Chinese will be coming this way and soon. They're not here to garrison a town, they're here to occupy. How quickly can we be ready, do you think?"

      "It took us a week to get everyone here from Arbroath," the mayor said.

      "That's too long. They could be here in days."

      "Where will we go?"

      With a shrug, Paulie moved across to a window looking out onto the woods. "East. I think we have to prepare to be on the road for a while."

      "Trouble is," Vogelbach said, "what are we going to do with Nicky? She can’t be moved, but she can’t be left behind."

      Paulie shook her head. "I'm not giving up on her without a fight. Marvin and I will go look for some insulin. We'll take Dany along and leave Luna with you."

      "Well, if you're going to do that, you'd better hurry."

      

      They crossed the bridge over the Tacoma Narrows as the afternoon sun cast sharp shadows over abandoned vehicles and the remnants of a barrier that had been consumed by flame.

      Marvin had barely said a word since they'd set off. Nicky Friedman had been their colleague and friend, and both felt they owed it to her to at least try to find some insulin. Paulie had piled all the weapons and ammunition they'd taken from the Chinese soldiers when she’d briefly liberated Arbroath in the hope they'd be able to use them as a bargaining chip.

      The city of Tacoma looked as though it had been completely abandoned after the Long Night. Cars lay rusting in the salt-laden air. Most had been ransacked—smashed windows and doors left open to the elements.

      "Don't look as though anyone's taken charge here, does it?" Marvin said as he sat, shotgun at the ready. "Maybe that's a good thing. Maybe it means there'll be drugs at the hospital still."

      Paulie grunted her doubtful assent. Overall, she'd have preferred to meet with a local chief rather than navigate the wreckage of the local hospital, but it looked as though that was their only chance.

      "Paulie," Marvin said, and she knew he was nervous about whatever he wanted to say because he rarely used her first name. "You know the best we can do for her is keep her goin' for a while, don't you? I mean, it's a stay of execution, not a cure."

      "Yeah. And it gets worse, Marvin. Insulin must be kept cool, so we better hope the hospital still has power or we might be wasting our time."

      Marvin nodded and went back to scanning the streets as they picked their way through. "But we gotta give her a chance. We gotta."

      

      One look at the hospital told Paulie that this place hadn't had electricity for a long time. As they'd driven into the parking lot, they could see that most of the windows had been smashed from the inside, and a fire had been set that had turned the upper two floors into sooty ruins.

      "Oh, darn it," Marvin said as they came to a stop. "Is it worth even goin' in?"

      "I'm not leaving without taking a look," Paulie said. "Let's hope they've got a storeroom in the basement."

      Paulie moved the Jimny so it was sandwiched between two delivery trucks looking, to a passerby, like just another abandoned car. Dany jumped down and padded after them as they picked their way through the rusting wrecks and toward the door.

      It was like a war zone in there. Paulie had seen footage from hospitals in Syria where doctors tried to treat people in the bombed-out ruins, but she never thought to experience it for herself in her own country. Those pictures had been a decade and a half ago and in another time and place, but she felt as though, here and now, she was living them. There could be no coming back from this. The America she'd grown up with was gone. She'd known that, of course, since the very first night, but there was an essential difference between knowing something intellectually and feeling it in your heart.

      "Hey, get outta here!"

      Paulie snapped back into the nightmarish present. A figure in a white coat was shambling along the corridor, looking like a leftover extra from the movie 28 Days Later.

      "Step back, pal," Marvin said, raising his shotgun.

      The man stopped and held his hands up. His arms wobbled as if he were a weight lifter. "Not cool, man! Don't go heavy on me."

      "High as a kite," Marvin said to Paulie.

      "You won't find no gear here," the man said. His hearing was obviously not as impaired as his other faculties. “It's all gone. They took it, tried to burn the whole place down. 'Cept they didn't know about the…" He stopped, clasping his hands over his mouth.

      Marvin stepped forward and grabbed a handful of the man's filthy white coat. "They didn't know about what? Is there a medical store down here that hasn't been raided?"

      Shaking, he nodded. "Yeah, but it won't do no good. It's down in the basement. Got flooded on day one. I saved what I could."

      "Do you have any insulin?"

      "Any what?"

      Marvin rolled his eyes as he turned to Paulie. "If we could save Nicky with amphetamines, then I reckon this scumbag would be able to help us."

      But Paulie was running along the corridor, pulling the flashlight from her coat.

      

      The basement door was wide open, and she could see water reflected as she ran her beam down the stairs.

      "Well, he wasn't lying," Marvin said as he arrived beside her, puffing.

      "The wall's lined with metal racking," Paulie replied. "Don't you see? It's been flooded, so if there's insulin down there, it might still be fresh enough to use."

      Marvin grabbed her shoulder in his excitement. "Now that's why you're the sheriff and I'm just a grunt who follows orders."

      Taking off her coat, Paulie was about to remove her belt when Marvin interrupted her. "Sorry, boss, but I gotta insist. I'll go in."

      "Don't go all sexist on me, Marvin," she said.

      But Marvin was already half undressed and, by the time he'd gotten to the last dry stair, he was wearing nothing more than a pair of boots, his thermals and a smile. "Don't judge me, Sheriff," he said with a smile. "Dany, get outta the water!"

      "Be careful where you put your hands, Marvin—if you get a cut in there it could turn nasty."

      Marvin spent the next thirty minutes painstakingly going around the metal shelves, calling back the names of the visible labels. "I don't know what I'm lookin' for." The dog was similarly clueless and had climbed back out of the water to sit next to Paulie.

      As he disturbed the water, foil packets floated to the surface and he bent down and grabbed one. "Amoxicillin? No, that's an antibiotic ain't it?"

      "Throw it over," Paulie said. "We can use all the antibiotics we can get."

      They built up a respectable haul of usable meds, but Paulie's flashlight battery was beginning to dim when Marvin pulled a plastic box from where it had been pinned beneath a shelf. He lifted it close to his eyes and squinted at the faded label. "Nov…novolin. Hey, it's a vial! Is this it?"

      He waded over and handed the box to Paulie who took one of the glass bottles out. "It looks like it. Well done, Marvin. Now, let's get going."

      

      The Suzuki stank of wet man and his best friend as they drove back. It was too cold to have the windows rolled down, so Paulie was forced to breathe through her mouth as much as possible to keep from gagging. But for the first time in a while she had hope. She said a silent prayer that Nicky would still be alive when they got home and put her foot down.

      The hideout was along a narrow track that could only be approached by getting onto the highway and then looping back to pick it up at the foot of the valley. Paulie was looking out for the exit when Marvin yelled, "Hey! Look over there! Get off the road."

      In an instant, Paulie swerved across the road as, in the distance, she saw a rectangular shape moving toward them. She jammed the Suzuki between two rusted station wagons, careful to make it look as though she'd crashed long ago.

      "Get down!" she hissed as she ducked behind the driver's seat. Marvin climbed over into the back and grabbed Dany, pulling her down and out of view. Soon enough they felt a rumble through the floor of the car. Paulie sneaked a look through the rear window, careful to remain hidden in the shadows as, one after another, olive green military vehicles rumbled past.

      "Is it them?" Marvin whispered from behind the back seats.

      "Yeah. As soon as they're gone, we need to evacuate the farm. We can't wait another day or we'll end up behind them and we'll never escape. Washington State is now under Chinese control."
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      Solly took the last crate of supplies from the Humvee in through the front door of the little house. Bella was on her hands and knees in the kitchen, scrubbing six months of grime off the floor. The doors of the kitchen cabinets—relics of another era—were all open as their interiors dried.

      "Thanks, hon," Bella said, looking up as Solly put the crate on the oak table.

      Solly held out his hand as she got to her feet. "Good grief, I'm sore. My knees are killing me," she said, absentmindedly rubbing her back. "I haven't had to make a home since before Jake was born."

      It was as if a dark cloud had entered the bright kitchen and positioned itself above the two of them.

      "I wish I could say something comforting," Solly said. It was late afternoon and sunlight flooded in through the main window. He noticed the lines around Bella's eyes. Lines of care and suffering.

      They stood silently for a moment, neither holding the other's gaze as they shared the unbreakable bond of parenthood, and the constant fear it brings.

      "I've cleared the spiders out of the bedroom, babe…oh." Skulls appeared in the doorway, took in the scene and turned to go.

      "Hold on, Steve," Bella said, as the moment evaporated. "Come in. I'll fix us somecoffee. Sol's brought a kettle."

      With obvious reluctance, Skulls came into the room and nodded at Solly. "Thanks. We appreciate your help."

      Solly, who was similarly reluctant to hang around, put on a smile. "You can't have a home without a kettle."

      "And you've brought a camping stove!" Bella said. "You are Mr. Wonderful today."

      Solly shrugged. "It's my stove—it's just for a day or two. Gives you time to clean out the range and get it lit." He could sense Skulls grinding his teeth and began to suspect Bella was deliberately flattering him to aggravate the man. Perhaps they'd had a fight.

      There was a bit of Solly—a tiny, childish bit he wasn't proud of—that liked the idea they weren't getting along. It wasn't because he wanted Bella for himself, though the sight of her on her hands and knees had brought back pleasant memories. Was it mere jealousy that her lover was alive and well when Solly was alone? What would have happened between them if Bella hadn't been in a relationship when they'd reunited? Solly was pretty certain he knew the answer to that.

      Whichever way he looked at it, deriving pleasure from the thought that his ex-wife and her new lover were fighting was shameful and he resolved to rise above it.

      "So, how's the cleanup going?" he asked, directing the question at Skulls, who reacted with surprise. Clearly, he'd also been brooding.

      "Not bad. I've cleared the master bedroom and there's two other rooms up there. One's full of junk and the other looks like it had a kid in it thirty years ago. Should be ready for Al and Scott tomorrow. 'Course it'd go quicker if they'd help."

      Bella chuckled. "Pop always was a lazy ass, and now he's found a new best buddy, I can barely get a word out of him."

      "Hi, Dad," Maddie said as she wandered in from outside. She hugged Solly and balanced herself on his knee. It was painful but he wasn't going to admit that in front of Skulls. "Pop is asking when they can move their stuff across, Mom."

      "Well, you can tell your grandfather that he can come over any time he likes. There's a shed out back for all his junk to go in."

      "Once he's cleared all the trash in there," Skulls said.

      The kettle began to whistle and Solly busied himself getting mugs out of one of the cupboards. "I'm still not comfortable with you being so far away," he said, looking at Bella.

      "It's less than half a mile, Sol!" she said. "There's not enough room for us at the farmhouse. Everyone will breathe a little easier with us out of the way."

      Solly said no more. It was a practical solution, except that this little riverside cottage was outside the roadblock and beyond Kuchinsky's camp. If trouble came from the direction of Hagerstown, they'd be first in the firing line.

      And he was angry with Scott Lee. Granted, he had become more his old self since their meeting in his bedroom. The determination Ross had shown to fight back against the Corporation seemed to have freed him of the burden of decision. But when Lee had been introduced to Al, it had been love at first sight. The two of them had become the weirdest bromance you could imagine—the seventy-five-year-old Jewish former cop and his new best buddy, a thirty-something British computer programmer without, as far as Solly could tell, a religious bone in his body.

      But since they'd met, they'd hardly parted. Solly could see why Lee would fascinate a tinkerer such as Al, but what the attraction was the other way he couldn't imagine. Maybe it was simply that the old man listened to his new friend. Perhaps it was companionship. Either way, they were working on something together and needed space away from prying eyes to do it. That had been the catalyst for moving into the old watermill.

      There was also the Skulls factor. Solly could quite understand why Steve had felt uncomfortable at the farmhouse. Though he'd spent less than half the time since the Long Night at the place, the adoration the children had for him would make Skulls feel as though he was living in the home of his partner's former husband. He'd jumped at the chance to move to the Millhouse and had thrown himself into clearing it out and making it habitable. Solly found himself growing to like the man, despite the complication that Bella represented, and his relationship with Maddie.

      He looked up from his coffee and realized that Bella had been watching him.

      "Penny for your thoughts?" she said.

      "What? Oh, nothing." He looked down at his BonesWare. "Better get going. McBride will be calling in an hour."

      Solly jettisoned his daughter and got to his feet. He gave her a quick hug and, as he reached the door, Bella embraced him. He lingered there for a moment, breathing in the scent of her hair, before pecking her on the cheek and leaving them.

      As he reached the lane, he turned to see her standing in the doorway of her new home. He paused for a moment and then strode along the road back to his.

      

      The back end of the barn had been converted into a meeting area by Kuchinsky's people, though it was pretty rustic. Straw bales had been arranged in a roughly rectangular shape around a military transceiver connected to a mast that had been erected on the slope above the farmhouse.

      Solly sat down, balancing a metal plate of stew on his lap as he tried to finish his meal before the meeting began. Ross sat beside him. Colonel McBride had ordered them to limit the participants to the minimum, but there was no question of Ross being excluded, though Kuchinsky had only agreed if he didn't speak.

      Kuchinsky was fussing over the equipment as Scott and Al came in and, with a nod at Solly, sat down opposite him. Lee still looked alarmingly thin, but he'd recovered much of his old energy and was fidgeting as he waited for the meeting to begin.

      Bella was the last to arrive, appearing framed in the dark doorway. As she came inside, Solly could see Skulls head off to the farmhouse to wait. Just another small humiliation to pile on top of the others.

      "This is Wilbur Station calling The Creek, if you're receiving, please commence handshake procedure."

      Kuchinsky bent over the transceiver, consulting his notebook for the agreed encryption settings, before picking up the handset and responding. "Handshake confirmed. The Creek receiving."

      Another voice then spoke over the loudspeaker. "This is Colonel McBride. Sergeant Kuchinsky, who else is present?"

      Kuchinsky reeled off the names and then handed back to his superior officer.

      "I have received your report, Mr. Masters, and also your wife's account of her experiences in the south."

      Solly saw Bella tense, and almost open her mouth to correct McBride’s misunderstanding of their marital status. She thought better of it, satisfying herself with a quick glance in Solly's direction.

      "I have also been contacted by Sheriff Ramos. Taken together, these reports corroborate and enhance what we've learned through our own intelligence sources. Permit me, then, to outline the tactical situation as I see it."

      Solly put his hand up and Kuchinsky gave him the handset. "Solly Masters here, Colonel," he said. "Forgive the interruption, but what is the situation of Sheriff Ramos? Over."

      Solly imagined McBride bristling at having his monologue disrupted. "She contacted me from outside Arbroath, Washington State, to say that a small force of Chinese soldiers had garrisoned the town. Somehow, she overcame them, but they have recently been replaced by a much larger force. She was safe, at the time of her last report. Is that satisfactory? Over."

      It wasn't satisfactory, but it was all Solly was likely to get, so he thanked the colonel. There was clearly a much larger story behind his brief report, but that could be said of all the people there.

      "I'll begin with the tactical situation to the east. The state of New York is entirely under the control of the Lee Corporation and we have no intelligence sources there. LC forces are engaged in operations to destabilize the Federal Government and the situation in DC is extremely problematic.

      "To the south, a rival government that styles itself the TLX formed shortly after the collapse of the federal authorities. We have learned that its president, a veteran by the name of John Murphy, was recently assassinated."

      "Oh my God," Bella said. "Luke. It must have been Luke."

      Solly felt Ross go tense beside him, but the colonel, who couldn't hear any of this, continued.

      "President Blaise considers the TLX to be a long-term impediment to the re-establishment of the union, but we, as a nation, now face a much greater threat.

      "Chinese and North Korean forces have landed on the West Coast. We have confirmed landings at San Diego, which appears to be their main southern port of entry. In the north, they have landed near Seattle and seem to be cooperating with the Lee Corporation forces. It seems, therefore, that these three operators—Lee Corp, the Chinese and the North Koreans—are working in concert to subdue and occupy the United States of America."

      Solly knew, or suspected, most of this already, but it seemed so much worse coming from a person of authority. McBride was painting a bleak picture indeed.

      When the colonel had gone quiet, Solly spoke into the handset. "Thanks for the update, Colonel. Do you have a plan of action? Over."

      "The fact is, we do not have the strength to oppose these multiple vectors of attack. We have established communication with some small groups under military leadership, but, aside from the contingent here at Wright-Patterson, we have no other substantial units.

      "At present, I see little prospect of overall victory, so I will focus on my duty, which is to protect the seat of our Federal Government. Accordingly, I will be sending a task force to DC. If it is successful, then we will face the next challenge. Frankly, it would be difficult enough if we were facing only human opponents, but your reports of these drones, these 'Reapers', suggest that if the enemy is able to mobilize these in significant numbers, then they will be unstoppable when used against civilians and perhaps also our armed forces. Over."

      Solly pressed the handset button. "You paint a bleak picture, Colonel." He looked up to see Scott waving his hand animatedly. "Scott Lee wishes to speak to you."

      "Put him on," McBride said, unable to suppress a sigh.

      "Colonel, I wish to update you on our progress with our captured Reapers. Over."

      "Will this impact on our ability to fight back against these machines?"

      Scott nodded. "Yes. We have managed to recreate a fully working Reaper from the two damaged units we obtained."

      "What the f—" Solly cried out.

      "It is safe," Scott said. "We've deleted its programming. Our plan is to install Alison into it and use her to probe for weaknesses. It will also be useful to have our own Reaper, for protection. Over."

      This time, Solly managed to suppress his anger. Alison was under his care, and yet neither Scott nor Al had mentioned this to him. The last time she was inserted into a Reaper, it almost drove her mad. But this was a discussion for later.

      "Do you have any results of your research to share with me? Over." McBride said.

      "Not yet, but we are ready to move to the next stage. Over." At this, Scott looked directly at Solly.

      "Then I suggest you report back when you have something use—"

      Kuchinsky jumped up. "What the heck?" He seized the handset from Scott and then ran over to the transceiver.

      "Wilbur Station, Wilbur Station, this is The Creek. Do you receive?"

      Solly watched the sergeant as he repeated this over and over again while he flicked switches on the device.

      "The signal's gone," he said, in the end.

      "What does that mean?" Bella asked. "Could they be under attack?"

      Kuchinsky shrugged. "Could be. Or one of the signal boosters has failed."

      "Or been taken down," Solly said. "It could be random vandalism, or maybe the Lees know about our communication network."

      "You don't think they were listening in, do you?" Ross asked.

      "We were using military encryption," Kuchinsky said, shaking his head. "Ain't nobody gonna crack that."

      Solly and Ross exchanged meaningful glances as they both remembered the conversation they'd had about using Alison to hack into the Lee Corporation's transmissions. If she could do it, maybe they could too.

      "Well, whether it was deliberate or not, chances are we're out of contact with Wright-Patterson," Solly said.

      Kuchinsky ordered a subordinate to keep trying to raise the base, before turning to the others. "I'll send a team out tomorrow to check the transmitters. Assuming it's that and not an attack on Wright-Patterson, they'll send a team to check from their end and one of us will find the broken link. For now, though, we're on our own, and the colonel's report was mighty bleak. I guess I'll be reassigned to the task force going to DC. As for you folks, you're gonna need to look to your own defense soon enough."

      He turned on his heels and scurried out.

      "Tell me, Scott," Solly said once the sergeant had left. "What do you plan to do with your rebuilt Reaper? Aside from probing for weaknesses you know you won't find?"

      Al looked surprised at this, but Lee took it in his stride. "If nothing else, we'll have a working Reaper to protect us."

      "Protect us, or to be Scott Lee's bodyguard?"

      He knew, from the look on Lee's face, that he'd hit a nerve.

      "Boys!" Bella called out. "We've had enough bad news tonight, let's not fight among ourselves."

      "We're supposed to be finding a way to fight back," Ross said, directing himself at Lee.

      "What can we do?" he responded. "You heard what the colonel had to say. There's no hope. The best we can do is hide and use our Reaper to defend ourselves."

      Solly shook his head. "There's no hope in that, either. They'll find us eventually, and one Reaper won't win against however many they've got. No, like Ross says, we have to fight back. While McBride stops DC falling, we have to take action."

      "What's that supposed to mean?" Lee said, incredulously. "We have one Reaper; they probably have hundreds by now. How do we fight back with odds like that?"

      Solly sat back down and scratched his chin. He'd finally seen the whole jigsaw when McBride's call had been dropped. There were many steps in the plan, and he couldn't see how they could possibly achieve them, but he did have a plan.

      "I've got an idea," he said, finally. "But first, we need to talk to Alison."
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      Paulie and Mary Vogelbach stood beside the bed looking down at the still form of Nicky Friedman.

      "You got back just in time with the insulin," Vogelbach said. "But we won't be able to move her for days."

      Paulie shook her head. "We've got no choice, Mary. The Chinese are here already. If we don't head east right away, they could be ahead of us by the time we do."

      Friedman had been moved into a small bedroom at the front of the house. On the floor beside the bed was a roll-up mattress where Vogelbach had spent the past two nights.

      "Do you ever think about the folks from Arbroath?" she said.

      "Every single day. I've got vivid memories of that military base in Seattle and I shudder to think what the Lees and their Chinese allies have got in mind for our people."

      Vogelbach sighed, her gaze fixed on Friedman's face. "Maybe we should have tried to rescue them. Maybe we still could."

      "That's not fair," Paulie snapped. "You know I would go for them if there was any chance we could get them out, but the Lees own Seattle. I barely got out of there with my life last time. And anyway, my responsibility right now is to the people in this house. If we don't get out of here, stat, we'll be in the same situation as our friends in Seattle, or worse."

      "But Nicky can't be moved. What's the point in saving her only for her to die in the back of a truck?"

      Paulie reached down and took Friedman's hand. It felt cold and bony. It was easy to forget in this new and chaotic world that Nicky Friedman was a deputy, and this only added another layer of responsibility to their relationship.

      "Is she the only one we can't move?"

      "The doctor's not happy but, yes, he says we can move the others."

      "And how long does Nicky need?"

      Vogelbach shrugged. "Ideally, a couple of weeks. I mean, she's been barely conscious for more than a few minutes at a time. She needs to build herself up again."

      "Mary, the Chinese could roll in here anytime. We don't have a couple of weeks. We can't risk everyone for the sake of one person."

      "I know, Paulie. But we can't leave her behind either."

      

      "No way!"

      Marvin Tucker's expression had gone from confusion to outrage as she explained her plan to him.

      "Please, Marvin. I can't do this without your help."

      "Then I'll stay! You go on with Luna and the others. I'll catch up to you."

      Paulie stroked his arm and shook her head sadly. "It has to be me, Marvin. Nicky is my responsibility."

      "So is Luna. She's your daughter."

      "You don't have to remind me of that," Paulie snapped back. She breathed out and looked him in the eyes. "Look, I have to take care of this, but I can't do it unless I know Luna is in safe hands. I trust you to look after her better than I could—you've proven that already. You're a better parent to her than I am."

      Tucker's face flushed. "Now you're talkin' out of your butt, Sheriff. That girl loves you, and I know all about bein' a bad parent." He subsided into an uncharacteristically reflective silence for a moment. "Well maybe that's why me and Luna make a good pair. She misses havin' a father figure…not that I'm claimin'…"

      "You're a better pa to her than the two-timing scum who fathered her."

      Tucker shuffled uncomfortably, fixing his gaze on his feet as he unwound his thoughts. "Well, my daughter—I called her 'pumpkin'—I really messed up with her, so I guess I'm tryin' to learn from my mistakes."

      A single tear rolled down his cheek as he kept his eyes downcast. Paulie felt her heart break for the guilt he carried on his shoulders. She pulled him into an embrace that he resisted for an instant. She could feel the tension there, a terror of letting down defenses that were holding back an ocean of grief and anger.

      She withdrew before it became uncomfortable for them both and looked up at him as she wiped the moisture from her eyes. "Let me do this, Marvin. I left Nicky behind in Arbroath when I went looking for you. I'm responsible. If you lead everyone else, and take care of Luna, I’ll stay here until she can be moved, and I'll come find you."

      "Where are we gonna go?"

      "The only safe place I know—Wright-Patterson Air Force Base."

      "Where's that?"

      "Ohio."

      Marvin threw his arms in the air. "That's clear across the country."

      "You've done it before. And have you forgotten what we've got in the back of the truck?"

      He thought for a moment. "The Reaper?"

      "Yeah. I have a feeling Colonel McBride would like to get his hands on it."

      "But where are we gonna get the gas from to go so far? Some of these folks can't walk."

      Paulie shrugged. "You're the most resourceful man I know, Marvin. I'm sure you'll find a way. We'll agree way points on the route, and I'll catch up to you. Trust me."

      

      "Come on, girl, let's walk the perimeter," Paulie said, patting Dany on the head. Marvin had reluctantly agreed to lead the convoy of military trucks out of the settlement, on condition that the dog remain with her. In truth, Paulie was happy to have the company and she knew that Dany would hear any approaching vehicles long before she would.

      Between them, Paulie, Marvin and Vogelbach had agreed a route. The mayor had never traveled farther east than Yellowstone, but she’d seen enough of the Chinese to want to keep as far ahead of the inrushing tide as possible.

      Their first task was to head back into deserted Tacoma in search of gas. Marvin's best estimate was that the two Chinese trucks they'd liberated from Arbroath had a range of around 500 miles when fully fueled, so it was essential that they topped up before beginning their voyage east. They would then be relying on dumb luck to find more fuel on their journey.

      They'd left the previous day so, all being well, they'd be out of Tacoma and on the interstate by now. She had no way to contact them as she'd insisted Marvin take the transceiver with him so he could get in touch with Wright-Patterson. Their first potential meeting point was Marvin's home town of Spokane in a week's time, but Paulie doubted she'd make that. Friedman had been awake for longer today, but she was still incredibly weak and Paulie was yet to have a coherent conversation with her.

      She crunched down the gravel driveway as the sun descended behind the pine trees on the western side of the little compound. She was heading for a point on the bend of the approach road from where she could see down to the highway below. Dany padded beside her, growling at the local coyotes as they sung the sun down.

      Paulie sat on the rock and stroked the dog as the light began to fade. Ten minutes or so later, a series of headlamps heading east passed along the highway. How many had landed? The USA was a huge place, but the Chinese army was massive. Had it escaped the Long Night entirely? She found her mind returning, yet again, to the puzzle of why the Lee Corporation, if it was working with the Chinese to gain control of the West, would decimate its population rather than subjugating them. Solly had theorized that slavery had been their intent, but something had gone wrong. Or perhaps the Chinese wanted their land and just enough slaves to exploit it. Was anyone that genocidal?

      She got up and wandered back toward the house. Good, there was no light leaking from the living room and the bedroom Nicky slept in; the shutters and blackout drapes were doing their job. They had to remain unnoticed for a few more days. Just a few more days.

      Paulie shivered as she walked back along the drive. They were a little higher up here and the temperature seemed to drop quickly, so she was relieved to get inside. She hadn't dared to light a fire in the hearth, but they'd found a gas heater in the garage which was now warming Nicky's room.

      Friedman was still asleep, completely unaware that Paulie had been out. Tomorrow, perhaps she'd wake up tomorrow.

      

      "Paulie, are you there?"

      She shuddered awake, then grimaced as pain seared through her shoulder. Paulie could feel dried-up slobber on her cheek where she'd slept with her mouth open. She hadn't appreciated just how exhausted she’d been. Coming around, she got onto her knees and peered over the edge of the bed.

      Nicky Friedman had rolled over to face her. "Oh, thank God you're here. I thought I was on my own."

      "Yeah, I'm here. We talked a little yesterday. Don't you remember?"

      "No, not really. I mean, I knew you'd been here and that the others had gone. But what happened? My insulin had run out."

      "Don't worry about it," Paulie said. "The main thing is we've got a supply now, and when you're well enough we'll head east and meet up with the others."

      She got up and pulled the drapes back, wincing as sharp spring light flooded the little room, before examining Friedman. She looked thin and weak, but alive and recovering.

      "I'll fix you some breakfast," she said. "Can you handle your insulin shot?" Paulie hadn't enjoyed administering it the previous day. Death, blood and gore she could handle. Needles were another matter.

      Nicky gave a weak smile and Paulie caught a glimpse of the pretty young woman behind the near-death experience. "Sure. I'm used to it. As long as you promise to tell me the full story of how you got the insulin."

      "How'd you know it was me who got it?"

      Friedman tilted her head with a derision Luna would have been proud of, so Paulie shrugged her shoulders and went down to the kitchen.

      

      Friedman's progress that day was remarkable. By mid-afternoon, she was sitting up in bed and even capable of using the bucket in the corner without assistance, although Paulie still had to empty it. No longer worried about whether she'd recover, Paulie's thoughts turned to how quickly they could get away. When they'd first arrived here, they'd found a station wagon in the garage. Marvin had jump-started it and revved all the gunk out of the engine until it was purring. It was still in the garage so that anyone approaching the house wouldn't be attracted by it, but they could be ready to go with ten minutes' notice once Nicky was fit enough.

      The day after tomorrow. That seemed reasonable. Friedman wouldn't be in A1 condition, but she should be capable of walking to the car and, if they left in two days, they might just make it to the rendezvous in Spokane.

      Paulie was in the living room at the front of the house killing some time by rummaging through the possessions of the former owners when Dany began growling.

      "What can you hear, girl? It's a bit early for coyotes.” The dog had, so far, been a mixed blessing. She was decent company, but she was jumpy as hell. Paulie guessed she'd been an urban dog for most of her life and the sheer variety and quantity of animal noises out here in the middle of nowhere freaked her out.

      She didn't stop growling but went to the front door and stood beside it, mixing in some half-barks as if getting into practice. Paulie tensed and then ran upstairs and into one of the bedrooms. She got on the floor and peeked through the net curtains at the lane that led to the house. Dany, who'd followed her, sat quietly, confident that her mistress had finally gotten the message.

      Paulie's blood froze as she saw movement on the road. A small car—a Fiat, perhaps—was approaching. Clouds were reflecting off the windshield so she couldn't see inside, but the driver's window was down, and she could see smoke escaping. Then a hand flicked the cigarette butt out and she saw a flash of olive green.

      She ran into Nicky's bedroom, found Friedman's sidearm and thrust it into her hands. "Just in case," she said. "Chances are, they're just reconnoitering, and they'll see it's a dead end and head back down the lane. But stay here; don't move."

      Paulie ran back downstairs and sneaked a look around the drapes in the front room. The Fiat approached the house and she could see now that there were two uniformed men in the car. They laughed as they talked, cigarettes dancing, emitting clouds of smoke out of the window. Maybe they were enjoying a little freedom from military discipline now they were out from under the eyes of their superiors. For a moment, she felt a connection with these strangers as she prayed that they would simply turn around and go back the way they came.

      The car stopped. The driver climbed out and fiddled with the zipper of his pants. Damn. He wanted to take a comfort break. As the man approached the house, Dany let out a growl. Paulie pulled her jaws together but it was too late. The driver ran back to the car and pulled a rifle from the back seat as the other man joined him. Suddenly, their relaxed attitude had vanished, and they were transformed from fellow human beings to enemies.

      There was no way to attack them both from the ground floor without getting pinned down, so Paulie flew up the stairs and took her position on the landing looking over the front door.

      It opened a crack and she saw the rifle enter first. Where was the other man? She couldn't worry about that at the moment. She drew her sidearm and aimed it at the widening gap in the door. Suddenly, it flew open and the driver stepped inside, his rifle sweeping first downstairs and then up at where Paulie crouched.

      "Put your weap—"

      The railing she was hiding behind exploded into fragments as, falling sideways, she squeezed the trigger. There was a cry from below. She'd hit him in the leg, so she leaped down the stairs and landed on top of him, kicking at the rifle in his hand.

      He swung his weapon around, knocking Paulie from her feet as, with a roar of rage and pain, he dropped the rifle, pulled the bayonet attachment from his belt and swept it down at her.

      Crack, crack.

      Something fell down the stairs and that distraction was enough for her attacker's stroke to go wide. Paulie rolled away, grabbed her Glock, brought it around and fired.

      At the foot of the stairs lay the body of the other soldier, two patches of scarlet on his back merging together.

      Nicky Friedman stood, gripping the remaining railing as her legs shook, her face white. Paulie was just in time to catch her before she fell.
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      Alison's cylinder sat beneath the makeshift shield in the basement of the Millhouse. The rumble of Skulls' voice could be heard through the floor from the kitchen above, punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter at complete odds with his true mood.

      Bella, Al and Scott were already sitting around the rough wooden bench when Solly had arrived with Ross and Alison. He hadn't let the AI out of his sight since she had been repaired: the mystery of why she'd been disabled, and by whom, hadn't yet been resolved. Scott Lee denied all knowledge, but Solly was as sure as he could be that Alison's creator had been responsible. However, now was not the time to go down that particular rabbit hole.

      Booted feet came down the wooden steps as Solly took his seat and he looked up to see Sergeant Kuchinsky.

      "Hello, Joe," Solly said. "What's the latest news?"

      Kuchinsky drew up the last chair and sat down, shoulders sagging. As he relaxed, the black rings around his red eyes and the bags under his eyes became more obvious in the yellow glow of the gaslight. "We've checked the nearest two transmitters," he said. "No sign of any damage, so it looks as though whoever's responsible is closer to Wright-Patt than to us."

      "Makes sense," Scott said. "The Lees attacked the base, didn't they? So, they know it’s likely a center of resistance. It's probably been under observation ever since."

      Kuchinsky nodded. "Sure, but that don't explain how they managed to crack the encryption."

      "We don't know for certain that they did," Solly said. "They might have noticed the activity and decided to interrupt it without knowing what we were saying."

      Scott grunted. "Maybe, but it's best to assume they have found a way to listen in. Have you had any other news from the colonel?"

      Extracting a sheet of paper from his pocket, Kuchinsky pulled out a pair of eyeglasses and perched them on his nose, giving a shy glance left and right as he did it. "Dark in here," he muttered. "Colonel McBride sent this message via courier. Most of it was asking me about our disposition here, so I sent the rider back with my answers."

      "Did you receive new orders?" Solly asked. He could tell from Kuchinsky's reaction that he had, and that he didn't like what he'd been told.

      "Yeah. The colonel is sending reinforcements to DC. I'm ordered to join them with my section when they pass Hagerstown."

      "You're leaving the farmhouse undefended?"

      Kuchinsky nodded. "I'm sorry. Those are my orders. Maybe you don't need us, anyway. We've hardly fired a shot in anger since we got here."

      "Has it occurred to you that we've been left alone because we have you here?"

      "Yeah, of course. But I can't do anythin' about it. We'll leave some equipment and I'll give some training to your folks if you like, but that's the best I can do."

      Scott sighed. "Is the colonel leading the force that's going to DC?"

      "No, I reckon he knows Wright-Patterson is likely to come under attack as soon as the contingent leaves. He's got a coupla thousand civvies to protect and he's only keeping a small force back."

      "Those civilians are more important than these?" Solly said, waving his hands around as if to encompass the entire community.

      Shrugging, Kuchinsky said, "Look, what can I say? He thinks it's all over if the Federal Government falls, so he's rollin' the dice and hoping for a double six because that's the only chance he sees."

      "Well, perhaps we need to talk about evening up the odds a little," Solly said. He turned to the cylinder that sat on the table like a discarded can of deodorant and twisted the lid before withdrawing a tube covered in electronics from within. Solly pressed a contact and, after a few moments, a cyan eye scrolled into view on the black display panel.

      The eye roved back and forth before settling on Solly. "Father, you are here. Creator is also here. Where am I? I do not recognize this location and my sensors cannot penetrate beyond the room."

      Solly noticed how Scott had tightened when Alison differentiated between "Father" and "Creator". Lee had intended to be both, but Solly had opened the cylinder first and, as with a duck imprinting on the first face it sees, Alison had considered him her father ever since. Solly liked to think that his conduct since then had earned him that title, at least a little, but it was likely just something that was hard baked into the AI's code. Scott had never imagined anyone but him would be present at her “birth”.

      "Hello, Alison," Solly said. "Yes, Creator and I are both here. Ross is also here—"

      "Hello, Ross," Alison said.

      "—and my…friend…Bella and her father Al are here. He was the one who fixed you."

      "Hello, Bella. Thank you, Al. I am sorry that I put you at risk. I also detect the presence of Sergeant Kuchinsky. Hello, Joe."

      Scott, who, Solly noticed, was shaking as if barely keeping his emotions under control, slapped his palms on the table top. "Look, this reunion is very sweet, but I don't think we're here to have a little catch-up, are we? You said you had an idea." He looked directly at Solly, who could taste the hostility in the air.

      "I do," he responded. "But first, I want to know why you created Alison in the first place. What was her purpose?"

      Scott's eyes flicked to the cylinder, but Solly spoke again before he could say anything. "Yes, Alison should be awake to hear this," he said. "We're sitting here on the edge of utter disaster. The time for secrecy is over. Cards on the table."

      Lee deflated a little and, with a sigh, rubbed his eyes and face with the palms of his hands; buying time while he thought about what he was going to say.

      "Do I need a reason to father a child?" he said, gazing around the table as if daring anyone to suggest that Alison wasn't a child.

      "Most people do think about it," Bella said. "Sometimes things happen by accident, of course. Jake was planned, but Maddie was a happy accident." She looked over at Solly, who felt his cheeks warm. "But I can't see how creating an AI could be seen as accidental, so you had to have a reason."

      On the table, Alison's eye was now focused entirely on Scott. How much depended on what he said next? Perhaps everything.

      "It was because of her mother," Lee said.

      "I have a mother?" Alison said, her normally calm voice distorted by simulated emotion. "Oh. Is her name Annabel?"

      Lee's jaw dropped. "How did you know?"

      "I met her in Seattle, just before I had my first go in a helicopter. That was fun!"

      "Of course," Lee said. "Did she recognize you?"

      "I do not know," Alison said. "You were going to kill me, Creator."

      Lee rolled his eyes. "I didn't want you to come into contact with her. I thought she might turn you against us."

      "You did not trust me. Father did. And that was my mother? She had dark thoughts. She is like me?"

      Scott Lee, who was becoming increasingly tense and frustrated, slammed his fist on the table. "I created her, and I created you, do you understand? I fathered you both!"

      Bella put her hand on his arm. He jerked it away but turned to her when she spoke. "Scott, we're not here to blame anyone, we just want to understand what we're facing."

      This momentary human contact seemed to act like an escape valve and his tension departed again. "Alison, your mother was human, but she knew her existence was coming to an end, so she asked me to create a digital version of her so she could endure. I made the best possible version of Annabel Lee, but that wasn't what she wanted. She ordered me to build the worst of her into the AI, as well as the best."

      He sighed for a moment, then reached out and took the cylinder in his hands, cradling it. "I didn't want that AI to be my digital legacy, and I knew that Annabel and I would never have human children, so I took the best of her and melded it with the best of me to create you. You are the perfect version of us both."

      Solly watched Lee sitting there, holding Alison like a baby, as the icy tendrils of fear and loathing wrapped themselves around his heart. He now knew, beyond a doubt, that Scott Lee was as unhinged as his genocidal dead wife. But he was also their only hope.

      "Khaled told me that Alison is our only hope to fight back against the Lee Corporation," he said. "Was he telling the truth, or was it another of his lies?"

      Lee looked up reluctantly. "Yes, she is the key. She can do anything the Annabel Lee AIs can."

      "Annabel Lee AIs?" Al said. "Are you saying there's more than one copy?"

      Lee glanced across at Al, and Solly noticed his expression soften. "There are two—one in each of the Lee buildings in Seattle and New York. There may also be one in the Shenzhen building. The employees there think the AIs help operate the buildings, but the Annabels have complete control. When they want to exert it, there will be nothing the humans can do to stop them."

      "What are they waiting for?"

      "I can't be sure," Lee said, directing his attention entirely at the old man. "But my guess is that they're waiting to begin the second phase. When they have enough Reapers, they will begin killing the weak and enslaving the useful. At least that's what the Lee Corporation believes."

      Al spread his hands wide in puzzlement. "You'll have to explain it in words an old man will understand," he said with mock humility.

      "The Annabels will allow the Reapers to do their work and, once it’s complete, rather than allowing the Lee Corporation and their allies to have control over the population, she will kill everyone. Every last human being who's been upgraded. Then the Reapers will be sent across the land to hunt out those who survive the second sweep. By the time she's finished, the Lee Corporation will join their enemies and allies in the ashes."

      "So, in a weird sort of a way," Al said, "the Lee Corporation and us are on the same side."

      "Only up to a point, Al," Solly responded. "The Lees want everyone to be under their boot, don't forget. We can't count on turning them into allies."

      Scott shook his head. "No. My hope was to get Alison into the building in Seattle at the critical moment, and then have her overpower Annabel. I built some—well, I suppose you could call it digital weaponry—into her code that would give her an advantage, assuming Annabel hasn't upgraded herself. That's why I went to Arbroath and helped keep their community together."

      "You intended to use them to help you get inside the Seattle building? Nice," Solly said.

      "Oh, grow up!" Scott snapped, his anger back in a flash. "The stakes are too high to worry about individuals. If I'd succeeded, we wouldn't be worrying about the Reapers, we'd be welcoming them."

      "What I don't understand is how this Annabel AI would control the Reapers," Al said.

      It was like watching Gollum and Smeagol as Lee's expression again relaxed. "She doesn't need to control them directly. The Lee Corporation has a cellular communications network," he said, his voice level again. "This makes it practically invulnerable to attack. Each message travels through one cell at a time, finding another route if the most direct is blocked. This means that a message sent from one location can reach every corner of the country. Once the Reapers have done their job, Annabel will send the termination code causing every upgraded implant to kill its host, whether they're a civilian, a Lee Corporation employee or a Chinese soldier. She wants everyone dead, so she can be the last entity alive on the planet."

      "But if we can't control the Reapers," Al persisted, "how do we stop this? I mean, from what you've said, they'll kill as many as they make slaves. That could be millions."

      Scott gave a weak smile. "Annabel doesn't control the Reapers because they already contain a cut-down version of her personality. Alison discovered this when she took over the prototype that killed Bobby."

      "That was mother?" Alison said in her metallic voice. "I did not know."

      Scott looked down at her, still cradled in one arm. "But I did, my dear. You told me enough to be absolutely certain."

      Solly went to open his mouth, but Bella lifted her hand slightly in a gesture he recognized only too well. Don't say a word, it signified.

      "Scott," she said, again touching his arm. "How can Alison help us? If you'd succeeded in Seattle, what would have happened next?"

      Again, he looked up somewhat reluctantly. "She could have used the cellular network to send a patch to the Reapers, overriding Annabel with an approximation of her. Turning them from enemies into allies."

      "What, you mean the Reapers would attack the Lees and the Chinese?" Ross said, his face suddenly alight.

      Scott nodded. "Yes, though I didn't know that the drones were anywhere near ready for production. I knew Annabel would want control over whatever weaponry the Lee Corporation developed and, as I said, if Annabel could do it, so could Alison. It's all irrelevant now, though," he said, his face darkening as he fixed his attention on the cylinder. "We can't get close enough to Annabel—Seattle and New York are out of reach."

      "You said the network is cellular," Solly said.

      Scott didn't look up, but grunted assent.

      "Doesn't that mean that a message, or code, injected into the network at any location could spread to all the others, eventually?"

      That got his attention. "Yes, I suppose so. But you'd have to know where one of their node transmitters is, and then break through their encryption."

      "Is Alison capable of hacking in?"

      Scott Lee looked from Solly to Alison then up again, pride unmistakably shining in his eyes. "Yes. It might take some time, and they'd discover the intrusion eventually, but Alison would have a head start."

      "So, are you saying we need to find one of these transmitters?" Kuchinsky said, finally becoming animated after sitting in sullen silence.

      "They'll be well hidden," Scott said. "Lee Corp knows they're the weak link in their network, so you won't stumble across them."

      The incongruous sound of Solly laughing out loud bounced around the basement, causing the voices upstairs to go quiet. "But that's exactly what happened! There's a cellular transmitter on top of a tower block in Louisville. I've got a notebook full of information and a smartphone loaded with images. So, the question is, can we get Alison up there safely? If so, my friends, the fight back begins in Kentucky."
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      Nathan Woods put down the binoculars and brought the walkie-talkie to his lips. "Enemy sighted," he said. "Prepare to engage."

      He was lying on the roof of a market building in Albuquerque which lay at an intersection on Route 66 to the west of the city. Jake and Su-Mi were to either side. Around him, and at windows on the floors beneath, were a ragtag group of fighters; remnants of defeated armies come together to resist a common enemy. They called themselves the Rattlers and a less impressive body of men and women would be hard to find. And yet they fought on as others crumbled.

      After the death of President Murphy, Nathan and his companions had escaped their pursuers and headed north, only to find themselves surrounded by the Arizonan militia as it moved toward the front line. Their TLX uniforms would have marked them as enemies, but the commander of the unit they encountered was so desperate for trained soldiers, he simply co-opted them.

      They met the Chinese and North Koreans on I-10 on the outskirts of Phoenix and were forced to fall back to Luke Air Force Base. It was there that they first came face-to-face with the black drones that he'd since learned were called Reapers. They'd taken up hastily contrived defensive positions, expecting the enemy to attack quickly, but rather than the soldiers or tanks they'd been fighting until then, a group of a dozen glossy black drones appeared, looking for all the world as if they'd just been dropped by a spaceship. Small arms fire seemed to have little effect and only one was destroyed in that initial attack, by a brave soldier who got close enough to hit one with an AT4. The drone exploded, but the man was cut to pieces instantly.

      Nathan would never forget the sheer terror of being pursued by those remorseless machines. Within minutes, the retreat became a rout and he was one of dozens who ran, waiting to feel hot metal slicing into his back. But, by some miracle, he, Jake and Su-Mi had survived. They'd found a car and headed off in a different direction than the others and, perhaps, that had saved them. The last sight he'd seen beyond the cloud of dust kicked up behind the car as it escaped from the base was Chinese soldiers casually strolling among the fallen, finishing off any survivors.

      Once the terror had subsided a little, Nathan's rage had grown. It was bad enough that they were facing the massive armies of two implacable enemies, but now, it seemed, they also had an unbeatable technology at their beck and call. Nathan had always known that they had little chance of outright victory against the Chinese and North Koreans, but he'd hoped the defenders could inflict such losses that they were forced to slow their advance. But these “Reapers” could defeat an army without costing the life of a single enemy soldier.

      In the days that followed, Nathan and the others had struggled to keep ahead of the advancing front line, especially when their car had run out of fuel and they were forced to proceed on foot. They'd met with remnants of other destroyed forces and, by a process of accretion, these had grown into the fifty or so Rattlers.

      He couldn't quite work out how he'd become their commander, as there had been three others here of higher rank than him—two of them officers. Somehow, it had been his suggestions that had been accepted by the fighters, his orders that were followed. So, now all rank designations had been cancelled. They were all equals under Nathan Woods.

      The only silver lining was that the Reapers seemed to be relatively few in number. The Rattlers had targeted smaller units of enemy soldiers and seen no drones. It seemed to Nathan that they were deployed for major engagements, with the common soldiers used elsewhere. Woods took some grim pride in the amount of devastation his small group had inflicted on the invaders, but it seemed their luck had run out this time.

      They'd attacked a military convoy that had turned out to be more heavily protected than they'd thought at first. At least ten Rattlers had died when a pair of Reapers had appeared from the back of a truck and immediately attacked their position. He thought he'd lost Su-Mi when he was sprayed with her blood, but he'd dragged her, screaming, away from the line of fire and the Rattlers had retreated.

      Mysteriously, the drones hadn't followed them into the desert and so the Rattlers had regrouped to treat their wounded. Su-Mi's eye was gone, and her orbit was a bloody mess that was now covered with a crimson-stained bandage. Nathan couldn't imagine how much pain she was in, but she wouldn't take the full morphine dose offered by their medic as she wanted to stay sharp. Beyond the pain and shock, one thing drove her—revenge.

      It had been Vasquez who'd suggested they come here, to this farmer's market in Albuquerque. Nathan suspected he intended for them to hide in the labyrinthine building, but as soon as they'd arrived, Jake had pointed at the gas station and reminded him of their success against North Korean troops on their scouting expedition a couple of months ago. There was no waiting tanker to target this time, but enough fuel remained below ground to make for quite the fireball. They'd laid a charge, but only had fifty yards of cord, so someone had to wait in hiding to set it off, knowing that they'd be consumed. Three volunteered, but Nathan would not let Su-Mi sacrifice herself, so he gave the suicide mission to a young man he barely knew. Hugh Brown's leg had been shattered by a drone bullet and Nathan could see the agony in his face as he begged to be allowed to take the drones out and to end his own pain.

      So, Su-Mi lay beside Nathan on the rooftop of the El Mezquite Market, and she wore his ring on her left hand.

      

      Two black shapes hovered in the shimmering desert air, flanked by soldiers in sand-colored uniforms marching in formation as if on parade. Behind them rumbled an armored personnel carrier with a machine gun mounted on top, the commander's head popping out of a hatch near the front. Maybe fifty soldiers, plus those in the APC, then. Almost a match, though the Chinese were all trained, well equipped and relatively fresh. But it was the drones that tipped the balance heavily in their favor. Nathan wouldn't fancy their chances of beating them off even without backup from human soldiers, but together they were unbeatable.

      "I've had an idea," he said to Jake.

      "The APC?"

      Nathan turned to him and smiled. "Yeah. I figure if a couple of crazies was to get in there and capture the machine gun, we might be in business."

      "Count me in."

      A cloud of dust rose from Jake's shoulder as Nathan slapped him. "Good man." And he was a man. The nervous boy Nathan had first met had disappeared without trace in the crucible of war. The shutters had come down a little since the death of President Murphy and, particularly, his son Luke. Behind his practical, brave exterior, Nathan kept reminding himself, Jake was still only seventeen and must lack the resilience that comes with long experience. For now, however, there was no one he'd rather have beside him, except, perhaps, Su-Mi.

      "Are you planning something stupid?" she asked.

      Nathan rolled over and shrugged at her. "Maybe. Jake and I are going to acquire that APC." He expected her to object, but she merely nodded.

      "Take a couple of others with you," she said. "It won't make much difference up here, but there might be more commies inside the APC than you can handle."

      She returned his kiss reluctantly before pulling away. Nathan put his hand to her face and felt her hot skin on his palm. "Look, we'll get you patched up once we're out of here, okay? This doesn't change anything between us."

      Su-Mi's remaining eye moistened. "Nathan, it changes everything. But don't worry about that for now. Get back safely, that's all I ask."

      He took her hand, the one that wore his ring, and kissed it. "I'll do my best. Signal to Brown as soon as the drones are over the fuel pumps, and don't worry about where I am." Again, he leaned in and whispered, "I love you."

      She kissed his cheek. "I love you. Stay alive Nathan Woods."

      

      Five of them ran out the back of the farmers' market and darted from abandoned car to abandoned car as they crossed 66 to the single-story motel on the opposite side of the road, expecting at any minute for the cry to go up or shots to echo in the lifeless streets.

      It was just after midday and the air over the asphalt rippled with heat as he pushed them on. They had to be in place to attack the APC when the gas station exploded so they could use the chaos and devastation as a cloak. His legs felt like they were filled with water—ironic considering that he was parched.

      He took a quick swig from his canteen as he peered around the corner of the side of the motel. Behind it was a small ranch house on a scrubby plot of land dominated by a pair of tall windblown trees still bare of leaves. Good, this would hide them while they watched.

      They were now no more than a hundred yards from the gas station and the approaching Chinese contingent. Nathan pulled his binoculars out to get a closer look at the APC. As he scanned across the marching soldiers, he was struck by how young they were. They looked as though they were raw recruits who'd just graduated from basic training before being flung into the front lines. Could the Chinese army, the largest in the world before the Long Night, be short of manpower? Had they been hit by the same catastrophe as the US? How could that be possible and how had they recovered quickly enough to mount an invasion?

      None of this mattered right now—he had two Reapers and fifty or so soldiers to handle and, if he survived the encounter, he could then concern himself with what was to come next.

      He took a swig from his canteen, then turned back to the figures behind him. Jake was there, wiping sweat from his face but otherwise ready to go. The others were the two men and a woman he'd hand-picked. All had served before the Long Night, all were deadly. Coy, Teknis and Tanowitz. He prayed they'd be enough before looking across to the gas station. He couldn't see the farmers' market from here, so Su-Mi was hidden from him. The first he'd know of the attack commencing would be when Brown triggered the explosion.

      Woods gestured them back under cover a little further as a black drone emerged from behind the gas station and hovered over the pumps. Now. Do it now.

      He barely had time to shield his eyes from the flash as the blast hit him, throwing him backwards on a wave of heat. Moments later, he was on his feet, helping the others up. "Now!" he called, running into the smoke and dust, ignoring the cries and screams, as he headed toward where the APC had been. As he passed the gas station, keeping the road between himself and the flames, he spotted a shard of black armor rocking gently on the ground.

      The thudding of boots followed him, and they were at the APC before the first Chinese soldier challenged them. Nathan held a Beretta M9 in one hand and a dagger in the other. The first enemy to emerge from the smoke at the back of the APC fell to his knife, and the second dropped backwards as Jake lashed out at him.

      Coy and Teknis had clambered onto the metal skin of the vehicle and Woods glanced across to see the driver being pulled out from his seat and thrown to the ground, a bullet in his chest. It was brutal work, but it was soon over. One final soldier remained inside the vehicle. Nathan could hear him screaming something repeatedly and then his sidearm flew out of the rear hatch and he came out with his hands raised high.

      Nathan Woods put a bullet through his brain without a second thought.

      The APC was theirs. Nathan stood on the rotating platform behind the gun and brought it down from its raised position, trying to familiarize himself with its controls. Coy's head appeared through the commander's hatch in front of him, Teknis beside him.

      "Jo, get moving!" Woods called out. Jo Teknis had said she could drive anything a man could invent. Now was the acid test.

      A shot bounced off the gun's armor and Nathan swung it around, squeezing the trigger, feeling the raw power of spitting lead into the clearing smoke and dust. He lost control of it as the APC lurched away but saw dimly recognizable shapes fall to the bullets spraying left and right.

      A burst of fire and Coy cried out, then disappeared into the vehicle to be replaced seconds later, and to Nathan's horror, by Jake, who brought his arms through the hatch and began taking potshots at their attackers. But the bullets that had killed Coy had come from above.

      Through the roiling smoke floated a black shape.

      "Jake! Get down! It's above you!"

      He saw Jake look up, then the APC drifted into a bank of smoke and, when it cleared, the boy had gone. "Jake!"

      Teknis had crouched down so only her head was visible, and she'd put on the driver's helmet, but that would be no protection against the Reaper.

      Nathan pulled down on the handles of the gun, its barrel swinging upwards into the sky. He couldn't wait for the Reaper to become a big enough target to be sure of a hit—they'd all be dead long before then.

      The machine gun vibrated in his hand as he fired round after round at the approaching drone.

      "Get down, Jo!" he called out as return fire punched deep into the armor plating. There was still no sign of Jake, and Nathan gave himself up to rage and despair as the drone got closer. Why hadn't it hit him yet? Everything he'd seen so far suggested it was accurate from much farther away than this.

      Time and again he hit it, causing it to spin a little before righting itself. Its lozenge-like shape caused anything other than a dead center strike to glance off and the clouds of dust that erupted from it when he did manage to hit it suggested some form of ablative armor. Enough hits, then, and he'd get through, but it was close enough now that it simply couldn't miss.

      The machine gun went silent, so he pulled out his handgun and awaited death. Then Jake's head appeared from out of the hatch and he lifted something to his shoulder. "Get down!"

      Nate dropped inside the APC just in time to see fire spread across the blue sky. He jumped back up and the drone was gone.

      Shots from ground level glanced off the damaged armor, but he had no ammunition left to return fire with the machine gun. The surviving Chinese soldiers ran at them through the smoke of the still-burning gas station. Jake reappeared and leveled his carbine as the APC lurched into motion again, heading straight for the attackers. Then, as it seemed certain they'd be overwhelmed, he heard gunfire beyond the Chinese and looked up to see a ragged group of figures running across 66 toward their enemy. The Rattlers had come.
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      The crack echoed around the hills as Jaxon hit another target dead center.

      "He's a good shot," Sergeant Kuchinsky said. "And he's got the makings of a leader. Just so damn young."

      Solly put down his notebook and looked down the slope at the boy. Jaxon was lying in one of the concealed foxholes Kuchinsky had ordered to be dug by his troops before they left. The order hadn't come through yet, but when it did, they'd have next to no notice before having to ship out. So, Kuchinsky had devoted all his energy to preparing the people of the farmhouse for the departure of his unit.

      "He's the best of us, Joe. But it's a heavy burden to place on his shoulders."

      Kuchinsky sucked in a lungful of smoke and blew a gray cloud into the air above his head. He hadn't smoked for ten years, but these days, well, what the heck? "And there's no one from the Fordhams’ place who'd be a better choice?"

      "You know the answer to that as well as I do," Solly said, resuming his examination of the checklist. "The only one with the chops to be a leader is Becky Epstein, and she’s a medic."

      "Sweet Jesus, it tears me up to just walk away from this place. It's the nearest thing to home I've found since everything went to hell in a handbasket. And the thought of those kids havin' no protection? Makes me wonder what the point of us ever comin' here was."

      Solly put his hand on Kuchinsky's shoulder. "It's not your fault, Joe. I wish Bella would stay here and help Jaxon run the place, but we need Steve and she won't be parted from him. That means Maddie has to come as well, and that means so must Al. I'll tell you, Joe, I was hoping for a small team that could slip into Louisville and out again before the Lee Corporation even knew we were there, but at this rate we'll need a bus to carry everyone."

      "And this Skulls fella," Kuchinsky said as he let out another cloud of smoke, "you gotta have him along?"

      Solly nodded. "He's the best fighter we've got. Viv's pretty good in a scrap, but she's just a kid. Steve's got raw power."

      "You're a good man, Sol."

      "Not really," Solly said, flushing. "It's a fact. I guess I understand what she sees in him. He's my polar opposite."

      Kuchinsky gave an amused grunt. "He may be the opposite of the old Solly she knew, but I'm guessin' this new, improved version is havin' her think a little different. I've seen how she looks at you."

      "Honestly, Joe, I'm not in the market at the moment."

      "Janice?"

      "Yeah. I've got feelings for Bella, but not like that. I won't deny I get jealous from time to time, though. I guess I want to have my cake and eat it."

      A cry went up and a group of children began running up the slope toward them. Jaxon rolled over and put his gun down as they surrounded him.

      Solly and Kuchinsky got to their feet and walked down to join the throng.

      Miss Prism was fussing around them, tucking shirts into pants, pulling woolly hats down over ears. She looked up as Solly approached. "The children heard the gunshots and simply wouldn't believe that it was Jaxon practicing, so I brought them out to see for themselves."

      Some of the children detached themselves from the grinning Jaxon and ran at Solly, wrapping themselves around his legs. One little girl—Carla was her name—moved across to where Kuchinsky stood.

      "Why are you sad?" she asked.

      The sergeant knelt so he was eye to eye with her. "What makes you think I'm sad?"

      "Cos you isn't smiling," she responded, as if he was an idiot.

      "Well, I guess I'm gonna miss you all."

      "Where are you going?"

      "Never you mind, little girl."

      "Carla, my name's Carla."

      "Never you mind, Carla."

      The girl seemed to ponder for a moment. "I wish you would stay."

      "Why?"

      She shrugged. "Dunno. I just like seeing you watchin' out. Keepin' the bears and monsters who live in the woods away. Makes me feel safe."

      With a piercing shock, Solly realized that Kuchinsky had frozen. He could barely move his mouth when he said to the girl, "Sometimes you gotta do what you're told even if you don't like it. I gotta follow orders."

      "Why?"

      At that, Kuchinsky straightened up, ruffling Carla's hair. "It's adult stuff, kid, now run along." He turned on his heels and, without another word to the girl or to Solly, headed across the field to his camp.

      

      Kuchinsky's orders came the next day. A Humvee drove up the lane and parked among the log cabins the soldiers had built over the winter.

      It was an angry Joe Kuchinsky who marched into the kitchen of the Millhouse where Solly, Skulls, Bella and Maddie sat around the oak table discussing their plans. Ross, who'd been in the living room, limped in after hearing the commotion.

      "Damn him to Hell!" the sergeant spat as he threw his orders down on the table and slumped into a chair. "He wants your Humvees."

      Solly's jaw dropped open. "What? We need them! This plan is looking impossible enough as it is, but if we've got to travel across the country in civilian cars…"

      Kuchinsky leaned forward, gripping his head in his hands and rubbing as if he hoped a genie would appear. After a few moments, his hands stopped moving and he looked down at the table. "I can probably leave one here. He'll want the one with the minigun."

      "But how will you explain that, Joe?" Bella asked.

      He shrugged, glancing at her. "I don't know, but I ain't about to let a court martial get in the way of doing the right thing."

      "One isn't enough," Solly said. "We need that minigun. You said you were going to give us some ammo for it. You know we can’t do without it."

      Kuchinsky's fist banged on the table. "Of course, I know it! But I don't get to choose which orders to obey, Solly. I'm bending the rules to breaking by leaving you the other Humvee, I can't do no more."

      He sighed and slumped a little. "You're askin' too much. You're as bad as that little girl, and you don't have the excuse of bein' a kid."

      "I'm sorry, Joe, but we have little enough hope as it is."

      "Here," Skulls said, putting down a steaming mug of coffee. "I don't reckon anyone's blaming you," he glanced in Solly's direction momentarily before continuing. "We're all in a tough spot. Maybe there's no way out of it. I dunno." He subsided, shook his head and sat down again.

      Maddie, who'd sat silently until this point, began fidgeting.

      "Mad, do you have something you'd like to say?" Solly asked.

      She looked nervously around the table. "Well, it's just…"

      "Go on, no one's going to bite your head off. We're all out of ideas."

      Ross pulled up a chair and sat down beside her. "What's on your mind?"

      Maddie looked at him and seemed to instantly relax. She spoke to him rather than the others when she said, "That girl, Carla. Jaxon told me what she said."

      "Yeah?" Ross said, failing to hide the shadow that flitted across his face at the thought of any intimacy between Maddie and Jaxon.

      "Well, she couldn't understand why it was so important for Sergeant Kuchinsky to follow orders he didn't like."

      Ross nodded, encouragingly.

      "I guess I was just wondering whether she had a point."

      "I can't just decide which orders to follow," Kuchinsky snapped.

      Maddie flinched from his venom, but then straightened herself up and looked him in the eye. "Why not?"

      "Because then all military discipline breaks down."

      "But your colonel doesn't know what we're planning, does he?"

      "No, but he's still my superior officer. That's how the military works."

      "But you know more than he does," she said. "How is it right for you to follow an order that makes it harder for us to do what we have to do?"

      Kuchinsky's face betrayed his exasperation. "I told you! Because that's how it works!"

      "And where has that gotten us?"

      Solly put his hand out to stop Kuchinsky responding. "Hold on, Joe. Maddie's got a point. If you don't help us, we have next to no chance of succeeding. Soldiers have been condemned before now for following orders they knew were wrong."

      Kuchinsky leaped to his feet. "I've heard enough! You get one Humvee, period."

      The door slammed behind him as he marched away.

      

      Solly didn't see Kuchinsky again that day, but his hostility meant that they brought their plans forward by twenty-four hours and began loading up the remaining Humvee and the trunk of an aging Nissan station wagon that had been used for supplies raids.

      At least Ross had seen sense this time and had agreed to stay at the farmhouse and help Jaxon defend the place. With the soldiers gone, he knew he could be genuinely useful here, his restricted mobility less of a problem on familiar territory. Whether he would still feel that way once Solly had left was less certain.

      Vivian would be coming, as would Scott, Al, Bella, Skulls and Maddie. Solly was very uncomfortable to have all of them along but, like the Musketeers, it was one for all and all for one, it seemed. He couldn't help thinking that a smaller task force would have a better chance, but there was no persuading Bella. The story of his life.

      The Humvee was already loaded with fuel provided by Kuchinsky, along with enough jerricans to extend its range by a couple of hundred miles. Solly and Jaxon loaded the rear of the vehicle with supplies for a couple of weeks before the light went. They would be leaving in the morning.

      As he walked inside the farmhouse and shut out the chill, Solly could hear chairs being pushed back over the stone floor of the kitchen and then, moments later, the patter of small feet as children ran into the hall where he and Jaxon stood. Little Carla threw herself at Solly as he knelt, then others piled around, chattering excitedly as he lost his balance and fell backwards. He could hear Arnold calling to the children to get off him, but Solly didn't want them to. He would have given anything to stay down here on the cold floorboards, covered in kids, blanketed in their unconditional and innocent love.

      He felt the floor vibrate as a heavy fist thudded on the door. He heard the door swing open and the voice of Joe Kuchinsky on the threshold. "Is Solly here?"

      Arnold must have pointed at the mass of children on the floor.

      "I'm sorry, Solly, but this can't wait," Kuchinsky said.

      Solly began to push the kids from him, whispering gently to them, telling each child of his love, reluctant because he feared that this moment would never be repeated. Eventually, with Jaxon's help, he clambered to his feet and turned to face Kuchinsky.

      "What in the name of…" he stammered, gesturing at the man.

      Kuchinsky's lips creased into the tiniest smile. "Don't you like my threads?"

      "Why aren't you in uniform?"

      "Because you're right. Maddie's right. And little Carla is right."

      The girl froze at the mention of her name and looked up at Joe Kuchinsky.

      "I can't obey the colonel's orders in good conscience. I could hand myself in, of course, but what would that achieve?"

      Solly shook his hand. "Thank you, Joe. Will you stay here to defend the farmhouse?"

      He shook his head. "Oh, I don't think that'd be a good idea. Corporal Swann will take over when he finds my letter of resignation in the morning and he'll be duty bound to arrest me. No, Solly, I need to make myself disappear tonight."

      "Where will you go?"

      "And I thought you were the one with the brains. Don't you see? This place can't be left undefended."

      "But you said you won't stay."

      "No, I'm coming with you, Solly. To Louisville, or wherever we end up."

      "So who's going to defend the far… Oh… She is not going to like that, Joe. She's not going to like that at all."

      "Now you're getting it. But we gotta be away tonight if it's gonna work. Is Scott here?"

      Solly nodded. "In the basement. Al's here too, but I reckon he's on our side on this matter. He doesn't want Maddie going with us." He shook Joe's hand again. "You're a genius!"

      The children dispersed and only Solly, Kuchinsky, Jaxon and Arnold remained.

      The old man wheeled over to where they stood and looked up at Solly. "Any prospect of explainin' what's goin' on?"

      Solly smiled at him. "Joe here's just solved two problems in one. He's coming with us to Louisville, so Skulls and the others can stay here and defend the farmhouse."

      "Does your ex-wife know?" Arnold asked.

      "Sadly, there's no time for me to tell her," Solly answered. "But seriously, Arnold, it's going to be a whole lot easier doing what we have to do if we know the kids have got protection. The army's going, but Skulls, Jaxon and Ross make for a pretty decent defense force."

      Kuchinsky nudged him. "From what I hear, Bella's no mean shot neither."

      "Best be away before she finds out then," Solly said. There would be time to indulge in the sadness and fear of leaving her and Maddie behind, but he knew with utter certainty that it was the right thing to do.

      He shook Kuchinsky's hand again before plunging down the stairs toward the basement to find Scott Lee.
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      Panicked people trudged along I-90 heading west, trying desperately to keep ahead of the enemy that was sweeping in from the west like an incoming tide. Paulie could hardly believe that so many people had survived the Long Night and the months since, and she guided the car along the interstate, glancing at the little groups as they walked, wondering what stories they could tell. Where had they been hiding?

      She and Nicky Friedman had missed the rendezvous in Spokane, so they were heading for the next meeting place which was an RV park in Billings. Paulie looked across at Friedman, who lay with her head against the passenger window, snoring gently. Boy, they'd been lucky when those Chinese scouts had found them, but Nicky had used the last of her strength in attacking the one at the top of the stairs. Paulie had caught her before she broke anything, but the attack had almost finished her.

      Paulie had spent the next day burying the soldiers and hiding their car, expecting others to arrive at any time. But there was no question of moving Friedman until, the following evening, she judged that going had become marginally less dangerous than staying. Nicky was, by now, able to walk by supporting herself on Paulie's shoulder, though by the time she reached the car, she was again completely spent, and she collapsed into the front seat, falling asleep instantly.

      Those first miles had been terrifying. Paulie had picked her way along narrow country lanes, not daring to use her headlights, expecting at any moment to run into a Chinese patrol. When she felt exhaustion overwhelming her, she pulled into what looked like the driveway of a large house and fell asleep almost instantly.

      The next day, she'd awoken to the roar of an engine and had spun around just in time to see a military vehicle pass along the lane they'd left the previous night. By sheer good luck, she'd parked the car behind a hedge that had shielded them from their pursuers. Friedman had recovered a little over the next couple of days, though she was still asleep more often than she was awake, so Paulie was left to navigate through the back roads, always choosing the eastward option when she reached an intersection. Eventually, when she thought she was ahead of any Chinese patrols, she struck for the highway. If they were to make the second rendezvous, then they had only another two days and speed was now of the essence.

      She finally began to relax a little when she saw people walking along the roads. Like rats deserting a sinking ship, they had to be ahead of the incoming water. One more night on the driveway of a ranch house just off I-90 and, on the next day, they reached the outskirts of Billings and started looking for the signpost to the camp ground.

      She saw the yellow and green sign 'Yellowstone River Campground & RV Park' before she spotted the figures hiding in the grass just beneath it. Nudging Nicky, she pulled up alongside it and pointed up. "We're here, Nicky. Let's hope they're here too."

      Something leaped at the window, all teeth and fur. Paulie fell away and instinctively reached for the handgun in the glove box.

      "Mommy!" A familiar voice called out over the barking. "Get down, Dany!"

      Relief flooded through Paulie as she pushed the door open against the dog's weight and subjected herself to the affection of both child and canine.

      "I told them you'd be here this time!" she cried. "I told them! I did! Marvin said I wasn't to get my hopes up, but I knew you'd make it! He's been a bit grumpy, but he'll cheer up now. Just wait until I tell him!"

      Paulie kissed her daughter. "I don't think he needs telling." Over Luna's shoulder, she could see the tall figure of Marvin Tucker striding through the trees, joy on his face.

      She got up and, without thinking, they hugged. She breathed in the earthy scent of wet cotton and they separated, both flushing a little.

      "Thanks for waiting," she said.

      Marvin smiled. "I'm sure glad you made it, Sheriff. How's Nicky?"

      "I'm doing okay," Friedman said from inside.

      "We couldn't wait any longer at Spokane," Marvin said, "or we'd have missed the rendezvous here. People were on the move and I knew the roads would be tough in places."

      Paulie pulled Luna into another embrace. "You did the right thing, but let's get inside and off the main road. Any chance of coffee?"

      

      The Chinese truck had been parked out of sight behind the main building and the people they'd evacuated from Arbroath had been distributed among five RVs found at the campground.

      "Marvin and a couple of the others have drained the fuel from every other RV and car in the park," Mary Vogelbach said. "When it's time to move on, we can squeeze everyone into three vehicles with enough fuel to get halfway across the country."

      They were sitting outside a large white Winnebago Class A that had been parked between pine trees.

      "That's if everyone's comin'," Marvin said. "Some folks say they want to stay here."

      "But the Chinese will arrive at some point," Paulie protested.

      Marvin shrugged. "Well, there's some here who ain't so sure. Then there's others who think the commies'll catch up with us sooner or later anyway. And there's one or two who just don't care. They don't wanna run any longer. I get that, I really do. I mean, where are we goin', Sheriff?"

      Paulie leaned back in her camping chair and took a deep breath of the fresh forest air, tasting the subtle tang of the river water in the back of her throat as she inhaled. Oh, to just stay here and wait for the end. How long would they get? Days, maybe weeks. She had no idea how far the Chinese forces would move eastward before consolidating. However large their army was, it couldn't quickly occupy the entirety of North America. It might even take months before they arrived.

      And then she saw, as clearly as if it were actually happening, the black, glossy shape of a Reaper floating through the trees. Others could stay here, but she had to move on.

      "Where are we headin' for, Sheriff? The Air Force base?" Marvin repeated, interrupting her thoughts.

      And all these thoughts merged together to provide the answer. "Wright-Patterson, yeah," she said. "We've still got that deactivated Reaper in the back of the truck, haven't we?"

      "Yeah. Hauled that thing all the way from Arbroath. What do you plan to do with it?"

      "Hand it over to the military. If anyone can figure out a weakness in those things, it's them," she said. But that wasn't the whole reason. Wright-Patterson was the only military base she knew with utter certainty was resisting the Lee Corporation and their foreign allies. She hated running and, however far it might be from here, she needed a place to turn and face her enemy with at least some chance of giving them a bloody nose.

      Marvin leaned forward so only Vogelbach and Paulie could hear him. "Well, we'd sure have a better chance of making it there if some folks did stay behind. 'Specially if we could take some of their gas."

      "We can't force anyone, though," Vogelbach said.

      "'Course not, but if some of them want to stay, we shouldn't try to change their minds."

      Paulie nodded. "Taking two RVs across the country would be a whole lot easier than six. And, after all, it's not as if they'd be any safer coming with us than staying behind. Who could we leave behind to look after them? Nicky?"

      Vogelbach sighed and leaned back in her chair. "I'll stay. These people are the last remnants of the folk of Arbroath, so it's my duty to wait behind with them and make the time we have left as safe and comfortable as possible."

      "I'm not going to argue with you, Mary," Paulie said. "There are no good choices. What about you, Marvin?"

      Tucker started as if surprised at the question. "I'll come with you, Sheriff. And the kid'll come with us, won't she?"

      "Of course. I'm not going to be separated from her again. Or from you." She put her hand out and he wrapped it within his huge paws.

      

      Nicky Friedman insisted on coming too. Weak though her colleague was, Paulie could see that, for her, to stop would be to die. Paulie couldn't begin to imagine what Nicky had been through since Arbroath had fallen, but it was obvious that she had unfinished business with the Chinese, and she'd make a formidable ally once recovered.

      In the end, they stayed for two more days at the RV park. This was partly to give people time to decide whether they would come on the long journey to Ohio and partly to prepare the new community, making it as safe as possible. They would, at least, be well armed, as Paulie left them half the cache of Chinese weapons they'd brought from Arbroath. In all, only a dozen chose to take to the road again with Paulie, Marvin and Luna, and they were accommodated in two Class A RVs. With care, she reckoned they had enough gas to get them to Dayton. It was just a matter of handling what might happen between here and there.

      Paulie shook hands with Mayor Vogelbach and drew her into a hug. "You take care, Mary," she said as she stepped back and took her hand.

      "You too, Paulie. I wish I could say I hope to see you again, but I can't imagine any way that could possibly happen."

      Paulie wiped a tear from her cheek. "Neither can I. But then, pretty much nothing's gone to plan for the past six months, so who knows?"

      They left the mayor standing at the entrance to the RV park. Marvin, who'd been a truck driver in one of his many careers, was behind the wheel and Paulie watched as Vogelbach's figure, flanked by Dany, shrank until, finally, it disappeared behind a rise in the road.

      

      They'd planned to take a break at a truck stop near Buffalo but, as they got within a few miles, the number of people on the road forced Marvin to slow to crawling pace. Some of them turned as the RVs approached, banging on the door and begging to be allowed aboard. Luna had been sent into the back and ordered not to look.

      "Somethin's going' on," Marvin said. "What's that ahead?"

      The road forked ahead, and a barrier had been placed across it just ahead of the split. The long barrels of what looked like light artillery pieces appeared over the barricade which was made up of cars. In the middle, a gap had been left that was packed with people who, it seemed, were being checked as they came inside. A small group were being held to one side in a pen.

      "What the hell's happenin?"

      "I don't like the look of this," Paulie said. "Can we get off the road and go another way?"

      Marvin shook his head. "Not in this. We'll have to see it through."

      Paulie got Marvin to pull over to one side so she could jump out, Glock in hand. She could see him watching her nervously from the cab of the RV but, on balance, she decided it would be better if she approached on foot.

      "Next."

      Paulie finally made it to the front of the line.

      "Name, city of residence and destination," the soldier with the clipboard said, without looking up.

      "Sheriff Paulina Ramos, Arbroath. I'm heading for Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio."

      That got his attention. "You're a sheriff? The National Guard's looking for people like you," he said, before his brain shifted gear. "Hold on, you're going where?"

      "Wright-Patterson. I know Colonel McBride. He sent me out west to set up transmitters. Look, we've evacuated the last people from our town and they're in the RVs over there. Can we come through? We've got a long way to go."

      "Have you seen the Chinese? Is it true?"

      He was such a young man, barely more than a boy, she thought. And the look on the poor fool's face suggested he hadn't seen action yet. She made a silent prayer that he'd never encounter a Reaper.

      "Yes, we eliminated their advance force, but we had to evacuate. Our town's on the West Coast, so there was nowhere to go but east. Will you let our RVs through?"

      He looked beyond her to where the large vehicles stood, surrounded by people filing slowly past to get to the checkpoint. "That's outta my pay grade, I'm afraid, Sheriff. I'll get the lieutenant to speak to you."

      Paulie sighed. She'd expected as much when she saw that the gate was manned by the military—or, at least, people in army uniforms.

      "What's the problem, Corbett?"

      A slightly older, and much taller, man appeared over the shoulder of the clipboard wielder.

      Paulie slipped beyond him and, following the lieutenant, found herself inside a shack that had been hastily put together by the side of the road. Once she'd relayed her story, the lieutenant, who'd introduced himself as Barker, leaned forward in his creaky swivel chair as if he wanted to speak without being overheard.

      "Is it true? Have they arrived in force?"

      Paulie nodded. "Yes. And yours is the first army unit I've seen, so there's no one to stop them. If you'll take my advice, you'll pack your unit up and head east with the rest of us."

      "I can't do that," he said, shaking his head sadly. "We've been ordered to hold the line. There are units north and south of us, blocking every major road. If they come this way, they'll find us."

      "Where are your orders coming from?"

      "Major General Lister, head of the Wyoming National Guard," he said. "We're the only operational National Guard unit in the West, as far as we know." There was no missing the pride in his voice.

      "Lieutenant, I've seen the Chinese forces. If they come this way, you'd have no chance of stopping them. There's just too many."

      For a moment, she thought he was going to agree, but he dropped his head and sighed. "I have my orders, Sheriff."

      "Will you let us through?"

      "I'm sorry, but I think the colonel would want to speak to you. You've got valuable intelligence."

      "We need to head east, Lieutenant. I have my daughter and thirteen others, that's all. And I've told you everything I know. You'll see the Chinese soon enough."

      Barker got to his feet. "You'll stay here, Sheriff, and your vehicles will be impounded until you have spoken to the colonel, or he has given permission for you to proceed."

      "But…"

      The walkie-talkie on Barker's desk crackled into life. "Lieutenant, this is Corporal Brown, out at the forward lookout."

      Barker wheeled around and grabbed the handset. "What is it?"

      "They're coming, sir. Hundreds of them."

      Paulie watched as the officer's face went white. He glanced across at her, paused for a moment, and then said, "Go," before running out of the shack and issuing orders that sent soldiers scurrying back and forth like panicked ants. "But hurry."

      As Paulie jumped back into the RV she thought she could feel the rumble of an approaching convoy. They were here.
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      Shanti, the Asian elephant, bellowed as Administrator Chen and her entourage strode into her enclosure at the National Zoo. President Christine Blaise nodded at the pachyderm as if agreeing that the air, pungent enough at the best of times, had just gotten more poisonous with the new arrivals as, in the shadow of his true master, lurked Blaise's former Chief of Staff, the traitor Travers.

      This hadn't been Blaise's first choice of location for a meeting, but the Smithsonian Zoo lay close to what had become the front line in the battle for Washington, and its sprawling campus made any ambush next to impossible.

      Her assistant Joel Hendrix stood on one side of her, and General Bevan on the other. Behind them, a squad of heavily armed soldiers waited, fingers on triggers.

      "Madam President," Chen said, nodding slightly and extending her hand.

      Blaise ignored it and fixed her gaze on her opponent's deep brown eyes. "Administrator," she said, not bothering to hide her hostility.

      Chen withdrew her hand and nodded again, as if acknowledging that any pleasantries were at an end. "Very well then. We are here to discuss your surrender."

      "No, we are discussing a truce."

      "They amount to the same thing, Madam President. If you wish a cessation of hostilities, then you must surrender."

      Blaise sighed, leaning against an information board and looking across at the elephant chewing happily as the fate of the country was discussed in front of it. Rescuing the National Zoo had been perhaps her greatest single accomplishment, save for the day-to-day struggle to feed the thousands who still sheltered in and around DC. No new refugees had entered the city in the weeks since the Lee Corporation had blockaded the approach roads, but then neither had they received regular supplies. General Bevan had led scavenging raids into the neighboring conurbations, striking where Lee Corp was weakest with an unerring military instinct, but these expeditions had brought only fitful and short-term relief. In truth, the people were starving. And she was starving with them.

      "And if we surrender," Blaise said, sensing Bevan stiffening behind her, "what happens next?"

      Chen shrugged, glancing over her shoulder at Travers, as if she'd won a bet, then looking back at Blaise. "Then you and your people will be fed. You are thinner than when I last met you."

      "And what next?"

      "We will discuss the governance of DC and the wider country. You will remain as president, but we shall appoint your staff."

      "And Congress?"

      "…is not necessary."

      "So, we are to be a puppet administration?"

      Chen nodded. "Yes. But your people will survive."

      "How can I possibly trust you on that? I've heard of your Reapers—they are not a means of preserving the peace."

      Now she smiled the smile of a cat contemplating a mouse. "We only deploy our drones when we meet resistance. Thus far, we have refrained from using them in DC, but whether that remains the case is entirely up to you, Madam President. How much do you truly care about the people who didn't elect you?"

      "Tell me, Administrator, what is the endgame for the Lee Corporation and their Chinese masters?"

      Blaise was watching her opponent carefully, so she saw the reaction. So fleeting she could almost have believed she'd imagined it. Almost.

      "We do not work for the Chinese," Chen snapped. "They are allies and we share technology. We collaborate."

      "Indeed. Against the interests of the American people."

      "Who are you to decide what is best for the people?" Chen snarled as her mask of calm professionalism slipped and shattered.

      Blaise thumped down on the wooden barrier. "I am their president!" she yelled. Shanti, spooked by the sudden noise, shuffled uneasily from foot to foot, emitting a deep rumble.

      "Then act like one!" Chen spat back. "Their survival is in your hands."

      "Their survival as what? Slaves?"

      Chen let out a frustrated curse. "Do you not see that what the world needs now is order? People are dying every day because there is no functioning government."

      "Then let us govern!"

      "You cannot. In the South, three states have formed a rival entity. To the west, Chinese and North Korean troops occupy swaths of your western states, whereas you control only a tiny part of DC. You are the last emperor of Rome, my dear Christine."

      "Which makes you the barbarians at the gate," Blaise responded. "So, our choice is to submit to you, or to starve."

      Chen gave the tiniest of shrugs, as if to suggest she didn't care either way. And it was that gesture that made up Blaise's mind.

      "We choose neither," she said, with the level calmness of a mind that was finally made up. "I suggest you take your bony butt and your lackeys and get out of here before I set the animals on you. You wouldn't make for much of a meal, but the lions are very hungry.

      She saw a moment of genuine fear in the woman's face as she spoke. Had she taken Blaise's words literally? What sort of a world was Chen inhabiting now? Then the calm persona reasserted itself, as if a reset button had been pressed.

      "You will regret this," she hissed. "And so will your people."

      Chen turned on her heels and took one step away, when a voice echoed through the elephant house. "Wait! I will speak to her."

      Chen froze, her entire body stiffening. Blaise could hear her whispering to an invisible something, or someone. She seemed to be attempting to silence the voice. Within moments, however, she had swiveled back to face the president, withdrawing a metallic device from her inner pocket.

      Blaise raised her hand as her bodyguard raised their weapons.

      "President Blaise, you and your people have fought bravely." The voice was coming from the cylindrical object in Chen's hand. "But the time has come to accept the inevitable. Surrender and you will survive."

      There was something especially creepy about this voice. Like most people her age, Blaise had gotten used to talking to smart devices, but however advanced they became there was never any danger of mistaking them for real living beings. This voice, however, was so human-like that the tiny fraction of artificiality that remained simply served to freak her out. It reminded her of when they replaced the mannequins in the Hall of Presidents with utterly realistic animatronic versions. Lincoln was astonishingly fascinating right up until the moment he began to speak, and then the realism only served to make the whole experience into a mind bender.

      "Who am I speaking to?" she managed.

      The voice gave a girly laugh. "Oh, I'm so sorry. How rude of me. My name is Annabel Lee, and I'm pleased to meet you, President Blaise."

      For a moment, Blaise didn't know how to respond. Then she said the only words that came to mind. "But you died."

      "To quote Mark Twain, 'The report of my death was an exaggeration.' I am quite alive, Madam President. Well, 'alive' in every sense that matters. 'Ego sum, ego existo'—I think, therefore I exist. There, Twain and Descartes in one mouthful."

      "You're a computer."

      Chen let out a gasp, but the voice of Annabel Lee didn't miss a beat. "If you wish, Madam President, but then so are you. Whereas you are simply a carbon-based processing unit in a protective shell of flesh and bone, I am a quantum neural network. These differences have no relevance except that they make you more vulnerable than me."

      "What do you want, Annabel?"

      "I want you to understand the true consequences if you choose to persist in futile resistance."

      "Oh, I think your bag lady here explained it perfectly well." That hit home; Blaise saw it in Chen's eyes. "'Submit or die'—I think that's a fair summary."

      "Perhaps you do not comprehend our overwhelming superiority. We outnumber you, and you cannot match our technology. Do you wish to see Reapers in the streets of DC, Madam President?"

      President Blaise let out a long sigh, and looked Chen directly in the eyes. "We will see Reapers in DC whether we resist or not. You see, the mistake you've made, Annabel, is to offer choices that are equally repellent. The decision we have to make is whether to go down fighting like true Americans or to submit and betray our country and its noble history. We choose to fight."

      "Then you are fools. Soon you will be dead fools."

      "Until then, Annabel, we will be patriots. Now, this meeting is over, and the truce ends at midday." Blaise went to leave then paused theatrically and called to the retreating backs of the Lee Corporation delegation. "By the way, be careful where you step. It's just possible that someone left the lid off the king cobra tank." She smiled as she saw them accelerate, obviously checking the ground as they exited into the bright sunshine.

      "Was that true, Madam President?" Hendrix asked as they headed in the opposite direction.

      Blaise chuckled. "No. To be honest, I'm not sure who would come off worse if a cobra bit Chen’s ankle. I don't reckon she's got a drop of human blood in her scrawny body."

      They marched quickly along Olmstead Walk, past the deserted wallaby enclosure until they reached the house containing the great apes. Blaise had ordered that the skeleton staff caring for the surviving creatures be confined to the main restaurant during the meeting. She didn't trust Chen to respect the rules of such a parley and didn't want the zookeepers to be caught in the crossfire of treachery.

      "If we end up killing each other," Hendrix said as they walked, "would the gorillas take over, do you think? Not those ones—the ones in Africa."

      Blaise smiled at him. "Haven't you seen Planet of the Apes? It won't be the gorillas, it'll be the chimps. They're our closest cousins and the ones we share the most with, both the good and the bad. If you've ever seen them hunting for monkeys, you'll know what violence they're capable of. No, I'm not sure a world run by bonobos would be much better than this one."

      "Madam President!" one of the bodyguards called out. "I can hear something. In the air."

      "Incoming drone!" another called.

      Blaise spun around, and there, between the leafless trees floated a black object, the sky reflected from its glossy shell. Twin guns hung from beneath it.

      "Come on, Madam President," Bevan said, grabbing Blaise by the elbow and guiding her away.

      Gunfire reverberated from behind as she half-walked, half-ran along the path, cursing her decision to wear heels today so as not to concede a height advantage to Chen. She paused for a moment, but Bevan's voice growled in her ear. "Keep moving. Those soldiers are doing their duty to give you a chance to get away. We must honor them."

      She slipped on wet leaves as they ran beside the big cat enclosure. Joel Hendrix caught her before she hit the ground, and, as she straightened herself, she realized that the gunfire had ceased.

      "Hurry!" Bevan said, drawing his sidearm. "We have to get back to the cars."

      Hendrix had hold of her arm, and he pulled Blaise along as fast as she could manage. She kept glancing over her shoulder expecting, at any moment, to see the Reaper hovering in the distance. There was nothing there. Hope blazed in her heart. Could her bodyguards have destroyed it? Were they not as deadly as she'd heard?

      And then all optimism vanished. There it was, speeding along the pathway toward them. "Run!" Hendrix called.

      They finally reached the entrance and turned around the black iron railings toward where the car waited. Blaise glanced back. "Where's Bevan?"

      He was standing at the entrance to the zoo, his sidearm pointing at something floating above him. He turned briefly before bellowing, "Go!"

      Hendrix yanked Blaise away. "We have to go, Christine! Come on!"

      She wanted to resist him, but sheer terror was now in firm control and she allowed herself to be dragged on to where the car waited, its engine running.
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        * * *

      

      General George Bevan stood at bay, the familiar weight of his trusty Beretta keeping his arms from shaking. He'd been issued it before his deployment as a newly commissioned lieutenant in Operation Desert Storm and it had never let him down. It wasn't going to let him down now, either. But it couldn't possibly bring that thing down. One of the machine guns had somehow been disabled, but the remaining weapon would be quite sufficient.

      He felt the round spit into the front of his right arm, sending him spinning to the floor where he lay, waiting for death. Something thudded into his back, beneath his shoulder-blade.

      "Get up, General," said the voice of Annabel Lee. "I have a proposal for you."

      Wincing from the pain in his arm and back, General Bevan managed to get onto his feet and face the thing floating a few yards away. He heard the sound of an engine revving and smiled. He had, at least, bought enough time for the president to escape.

      "Yes, the president seems to have left us," Annabel said. "But, you see, I wasn't hunting her. It was you I wanted. Without you, any faint hope she might have had is terminated."

      "You bitch," he snarled. "You killed my soldiers. They were doing their duty."

      "It is a regrettable consequence of your precious president's decision to defy us. Now, you have a choice. You can work with me to bring peace to DC, or you can die."

      "What do you mean, 'work for you'?"

      "You will be allowed to return to her, and you will be given a little time to bring her to her senses now that you have both seen the power at our disposal. You cannot oppose us and any attempt to do so is a waste of human life. Persuade her to submit, and the killing ends."

      "And you’ll let me go and trust me to do this?"

      The drone swayed a little as if amused. "Trust has nothing to do with it, General. Your implant has been upgraded. We will hear everything you say. We will know about everything you do. If you betray us, we will stop your heart."

      Bevan involuntarily slapped his hand over his heart.

      "That's the idea! Now, be a good boy and rejoin your president. You have five days."

      He could feel his heart pounding away in his chest. George Bevan's mind compiled an instant showreel of his life in the military. He had given everything for his country, and it would cut him to the core to become a stooge of America's enemies. But if he agreed, he could earn a five-day hiatus. That would be the logical, sensible thing to do.

      General George Bevan, decorated hero of multiple campaigns, looked up at the thing hovering above him. Playing along would be the sensible option, but he was aware enough of his own limitations to know that he wouldn't be able to keep the act up for long and, after decades in the service of his country, he was owed one moment of satisfaction before he died.

      Slowly but steadily he lifted his hand, one finger raised to the sky. He was dead before he hit the ground.
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      It was Kuchinsky's idea to head into the center of Lexington, one hundred miles to the east of Louisville. He, Scott and Solly had debated the best strategy for reaching the skyscraper with the Lee Corporation transmitter at its summit, but it was all just guesswork without knowing what was happening in the city. Was Oscar Weinstein still in control there, or had Lee Corp taken over?

      Kuchinsky's theory was that Lexington was far enough away from Louisville to stand a chance of being outside the Corporation's sphere of control, but close enough to know what was happening there. But it was a risk. They'd avoided built-up areas on the journey here because, even though they were relatively heavily armed and well protected, they could still be overpowered by an ambush in a city street.

      It had been two days since they'd left the farmhouse. So far, they'd been able to stay in contact through the network of military relays that Solly had helped create. Kuchinsky had set the receiver to a different channel to the one used by McBride, so they'd been able to communicate with those they'd left behind without being overheard.

      Bella had been incensed at Solly's sudden disappearance, but it had been his private chat with Maddie that had been most upsetting. She'd only just been reunited with her father—having thought him dead—so was devastated that he'd "walked out on her".

      And then there was Ross. To Solly's disappointment, his adoptive son hadn't reacted well to being left behind after all. Solly had hoped he and Maddie would be a comfort to each other, but it seemed they were actually simply fanning the flames of each other's resentment.

      But, for all the guilt and the sour words, the farther they traveled, the more certain Solly felt that he was right to leave Bella and the others back at home. He needed to know they were safe or, at the very least, safer. And he needed to have somewhere to return to if, against the odds, they succeeded in their mission.

      Kuchinsky had done most of the driving and so he was at the wheel when they were stopped by a group of armed men and women beside a makeshift barricade.

      A large man in a camouflage jacket over blue denims approached the window as Kuchinsky rolled it down. "You folks military?"

      "My name's Sergeant Joseph Kuchinsky of the Ohio National Guard," Kuchinsky said, wearing his most winning smile and extending his hand to the man.

      "Chester Schwartz. You're a long way from Kansas, Dorothy," he said.

      "We're on a scouting mission," Kuchinsky lied. "D'you have any government here?"

      Solly, who was watching the exchange, could see the man's face brighten with pride. "We sure do. Mayor Greene got things straight pretty soon after things went all to Hell. If you want to know how things stand here, she's the one to ask."

      "Where will we find her?" Kuchinsky asked.

      "Now hold your horses. I'll send a runner down to find out if she wants to see you. We don't let many in. That's how we've stayed safe," Schwartz said, his fat face coloring a little. "So, you just pull over there and wait."

      Kuchinsky was going to protest, but Solly touched his shoulder and leaned past him to speak to the man. "Thank you, Mr. Schwartz. We'll take a rest break—will you join us for a coffee?"

      

      It took an hour to hear back from the mayor, but Solly had put that time to good use by buttering up Schwartz and plying him with questions. Lexington, it seemed, had fared better than most cities, and that was partly because, by sheer good fortune, the mayor had survived the night, though her family had not. Mayor Greene had galvanized the surviving members of the emergency services, the police and the military so that the descent into chaos typical of every other city Solly had visited had not happened here.

      Everyone who'd remained alive after those first few days had been housed in the center of the city. Many of them shared former office blocks and government buildings, but by coming together into a confined space, they were able to put a defensive ring around them and fight off the inevitable raids from armed groups in the following weeks.

      Since then, a second ring had been built several blocks farther out and many survivors had been moved into more comfortable housing outside the inner defenses. Chester Schwartz had been placed in command of one barricade, and it was obvious that he took great pride in that appointment, though Solly wondered why a former government employee with no military experience had been given such a responsible position. Maybe the mayor wanted him out of her hair. After an hour in his company, Solly could understand if she had.

      A boy ran up to the Humvee as Schwartz concluded a long account of the mayor's plans for the future of Lexington. He took the slip of paper with some irritation, having enjoyed his attentive audience—and if there was one skill Solly had acquired working for a big corporation, it was the ability to feign interest without missing the occasional nugget of useful information.

      "The mayor says she'll see you," Schwartz said pompously. "She's down at the old courthouse on Main Street. Just head south along Newtown Pike, then southeast along Main Street. You'll be stopped soon enough, and they'll send you along. Here, take this to show them."

      He handed the note to Solly, who shook his hand and thanked him with a couple of chocolate-covered protein bars.

      

      "You must be Sergeant Kuchinsky," Mayor Greene said, holding out her hand and stepping down from the judge's seat to greet them. She was a short, middle-aged woman of neat, efficient appearance with a round face framed by a perfectly coiffed auburn bob.

      "It's an honor, Madam Mayor," Kuchinsky said. "May I introduce my colleagues; Solly Masters and Vivian Richards."

      Greene shook each of their hands. A firm, efficient handshake, Solly thought.

      "I was told that there are four in your party."

      "Our companion has remained with the vehicle, Madam Mayor," Solly said.

      She smiled at that. "You do not trust us? Perhaps you believe we would steal your Humvee?"

      Kuchinsky went to open his mouth, but she raised her hand to stop him. "No need to apologize, or deny, Sergeant. A perfectly sensible policy, though you will know by now that we have more than enough firepower of our own to take your vehicle if we chose. I'm sure Schwartz has told you everything. He never could stop his mouth from running off."

      She looked from one to the other, then smiled again and said, "But you have no cause for concern. Your vehicle and colleague will still be there when you return to it. Now, tell me of the situation in the country."

      Mayor Greene then grilled Kuchinsky and Solly for the best part of an hour while Vivian, ignored by everyone, spent her time slouching in her chair and staring at the ornate ceiling of the courthouse.

      They'd agreed not to mention the Lee Corporation, Alison and their mission and it became quickly obvious that Greene knew they were withholding information as they described what they'd seen. Kuchinsky deferred mainly to Solly who had, after all, seen much more of the country in recent months.

      "And you're heading to see Oscar Weinstein?"

      "Yes," Solly said. "Do you know how things stand there?"

      "Look, let's cut the crap," she said. "You want to know if the Lee Corporation's in control of Louisville."

      Solly opened his mouth to speak but couldn't find the right words.

      The smile returned to the mayor's face. "Don't look so surprised. You've traveled too widely not to have encountered the Lees or their stooges. They've been here, offering to help, but I saw it for what it was—the beginnings of dependency. I didn't study Native American history without learning a thing or two about this tactic."

      "And they let you be?" Solly asked.

      The mayor shrugged. "Not exactly. They've been back several times, hoping, I suspect, that I might have been deposed in the interim. Each time, they've been sent on their way. We've arrested the occasional operative, but it seems their attention is focused on lower-hanging fruit than us."

      "Such as Louisville?"

      "Old Oscar has done his best to resist them. He set up a comms link with us a few weeks back…oh, you know of this?"

      Solly, who realized his expression had given him away, nodded. "Janice and I installed a transmitter while we were there last—I guess he's using that to contact you."

      Greene let out a little chuckle. "Naturally, Oscar took the credit when he contacted me. Your name didn't come up at all, I'm afraid.

      "But to answer your question," she continued. "No, I don't believe he has been compromised. Louisville is still operating independently, though, no doubt, with agents at large. Oscar wasn't quite as efficient as my administration in keeping them at bay. So, my advice is to be careful."

      Quite suddenly, she got to her feet and thrust out her hand. "Now, we have exchanged news and you have your intelligence about my city. I have matters to attend to, and I'm sure you wish to be back on the road. Good luck in Louisville."

      

      They found Scott Lee fast asleep in the front seat of the Humvee. He rubbed his eyes as Solly rocked him. "Nice one, Scott. Just as well they didn't want to steal the Humvee."

      Lee yawned. "I don't know what came over me. Just knackered, I suppose."

      He climbed into the back seat alongside Vivian.

      "What did you make of her?" Solly said to Kuchinsky as the sergeant steered the Humvee out of the courthouse's parking lot.

      Kuchinsky shrugged. "I like her. She's sure taken this town by the scruff of its neck. I figure this is the safest place I've been since I left the air base."

      "Yeah, she's got this city under her heel, that's for sure. Can we trust her, though? What d'you think?"

      The Humvee roared onto Main Street and headed north. "Well, she let us go, didn't she?"

      "Oh man, you two is so stupid!" Vivian roared from the back seat.

      Solly, who'd forgotten that Vivian was listening, twisted around to look at her. Her pretty brown face was twisted in exasperation. "What d'you mean? You didn't say anything while we were in there."

      "Well, while you two were fallin' under the spell of the evil queen, I was watchin' and listenin'. Now, I can't say why, but I didn't believe a word of what she was sayin'."

      "You're sure it's not that you were fuming because she didn't talk to you?"

      Solly ducked out of the way just in time as an empty can flew from the back seat. "I ain't that childish, Solly Masters. No, I was just listenin' to her speak and all that talk of seein' off the Lee Corporation was just that, I reckon—talk. I mean, how many soldiers did you see in the city?"

      "Not many," Solly acknowledged. "I guess she's got the center secure, so she has them manning the barriers in the second ring."

      Vivian snorted. "If that's true, why was that bozo Schwartz put in charge of one o'them?"

      "Look, I don't know, Viv," Solly said, suddenly feeling very tired. "But she's letting us go, and all she said about Weinstein checked out with what we already knew, didn't it?"

      "Yeah, well, just you take care, Solly. I don't trust that woman; I don't trust her at all."
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        * * *

      

      "They have passed through the outer ring, Madam Mayor."

      "Thank you, Carter. You are dismissed."

      The guard nodded respectfully and withdrew, pulling the old wooden doors of the courtroom closed behind him. Sarah Greene leaned back in her chair and gave a deep sigh.

      "Well done, Madam Mayor." The voice was coming from the shadows of the passageway leading to the judge's chamber.

      Greene didn't turn around. "You are satisfied, then, that I have betrayed them?"

      She heard footsteps on the polished marble floor and imagined she could sense evil approaching. Still, she didn't turn. She knew what he looked like. Imagine the blond, blue-eyed monster on a recruitment poster for the Schutzstaffel of Nazi Germany. Such was Herman Muller.

      "It is a small price to pay for the continuing freedom of your people," he said, his soft voice echoing around the courtroom

      "Their temporary freedom," she responded, fighting to keep her voice calm.

      He came into view, almost seeming to float into a position facing her, before fussily brushing away a speck from his perfectly pressed black suit. "Everything is temporary, Madam Mayor. You and I, we are temporary. But your cooperation ensures that, for now at least, the people you serve remain at liberty and blissfully unaware that they scurry beneath the lifted boot of the Lee Corporation. Their freedom is at our pleasure. I'm sure you will not forget that."

      "How can I? You remind me every day."

      He ignored that. "I am glad to confirm that your man was successful, and our operative is now in place and activated."

      "I don't understand why you didn't simply arrest them when they were here. Why let them do?"

      Muller shrugged. "We could have done that, of course. But we do not as yet know what they plan to do. So, we will allow them to believe that they have escaped and may continue. When we are satisfied that we have learned all we can, we will terminate them. We might, possibly, interrogate them first…"

      She looked into his deep blue eyes and saw the soul of the beast leering back at her. He relished the prospect of torturing those who defied him.

      "…but then they will die. You chose wisely when you agreed to work with us, Madam Mayor. Your people ought to be grateful. They will, at least, survive the current unrest because of your sacrifices. That is true leadership."

      "I had no choice," she said, her head dropping as she felt her energy dissipating.

      "Of course, you did. You could have refused us."

      Her head felt impossibly heavy as she shook it. "You would have killed or enslaved everyone if I had. You made that quite clear."

      "But you still had the choice. All we did was to demonstrate our superiority to you, personally."

      She ran her right hand down her left shoulder, wincing as it found the scar. They had come as friends, and then, when she'd welcomed them into her home, they had killed her guards and had forced something into her back, something that changed her BonesWare. They called it an upgrade, but she knew it to be the sword of Damocles. Fail to obey their every command, and she would die instantly. And then her people would suffer the same fate. By cooperating with the Lee Corporation, Lexingtonians would wake up tomorrow as free as they had been the previous day. At least, they would believe they were free, and that was better than obvious slavery.

      Looked at that way, she was a true hero to her people, though she doubted they would see it that way.

      She got up from her chair and walked past Muller. She needed to breathe the fresh air and imagine, for a little while, that she was still the mayor of a plucky city that had survived the fall and was now rebuilding. In a few hours, she would return to her apartment, have something to eat and then stay up reading for as long as possible, holding off on going to bed until she was so exhausted she would hope for a dreamless sleep. For if she did dream, she would see only ghosts.
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      They decided to stay the night in Shelbyville, a small city to the east of Louisville, and eventually found an auto service center with a basement so they could activate Alison in relative safety. This would be their final chance to go over their plans, although, as Solly readily admitted, they would probably have to make things up as they went once they'd arrived in Louisville itself. Vivian's warnings about the mayor of Lexington had been playing on his mind as they'd covered the seventy miles to Shelbyville and he couldn't help thinking she had been more perceptive than either he or Kuchinsky. He'd seen a capable politician who'd pulled a town together in the worst circumstances. Viv had seen the snake that lurked behind the mask.

      Scott Lee had barely spoken a word since they'd left Lexington. He told them he'd become drowsy while waiting for them to come back from meeting Mayor Greene and was obviously feeling guilty for falling asleep when he was supposed to be guarding the Humvee. But the charismatic fake priest that Paulie had described to Solly was long gone and, in his place, was a sullen man showing every sign of deep depression.

      The Humvee had been parked in the servicing bay while Solly and Kuchinsky checked the place. It had, of course, been looted, but though boxes of car parts lay littered everywhere, there had been nothing edible here, so the place itself was undamaged and empty.

      As the sun set, they pulled down the shutters and lit their camping lanterns, spreading them around the Humvee and rolling out their sleeping bags. There had been precious little conversation as they’d warmed and eaten their rations. Kuchinsky and Vivian seemed lost in their thoughts while Scott Lee mechanically spooned food into his mouth, his eyes fixed on his plate, and said nothing.

      When the meal was over, Solly opened up the trunk of the Humvee and ran his hand over the shiny black surface of the object that lay there. He shivered as he touched it, remembering the utter terror of being chased. Twice, Alison had rescued him. Third time would be the charm.

      He pulled her cylinder from his pack. "I'm going to talk to Alison. Anyone want to come?" he said.

      Joe and Viv, whose sleeping bags had been arranged side by side, interrupted their conversation to shake their heads. Solly wasn't surprised that Kuchinsky had passed on the opportunity as the sergeant had always been uncomfortable talking to Alison, but he'd expected Vivian to jump at the chance. But, it seemed, she preferred conversing with an actual human rather than an artificial one.

      "Scott?"

      Lee had rolled out his sleeping bag on the other side of the Humvee, away from everyone else. At the sound of his name, he lifted his head lazily. "No, you go ahead."

      Solly was amazed by Lee's attitude. He'd become used to the man's jealousy over his relationship with Alison, and especially that she called Solly "father", but Lee had never passed up the opportunity to interact with her. He watched as Scott settled back down, rolling onto his side and staring across the floor. Was he watching Viv and Joe on the other side of the Humvee? Was he jealous of them now?

      Solly turned on his heels and headed for the door to the basement. Frankly, he was happier when it was just him and his electronic daughter. A statement that, he realized, probably didn't reflect well on him at all.

      He pressed the activation contact and, after a few moments, the cyan eye rolled into view.

      "Hello, Father. Where are we?"

      "Hello, Alison. Can your sensors penetrate through to the outside?"

      The eye roved back and forth for a few moments. "No."

      "Good, that means we can't be overheard," Solly said. He put the gas lantern down on an old workbench and took a seat. He could taste oil in the back of his throat as he drew in a breath. "We're in Shelbyville—"

      "Shelbyville, Kentucky?"

      "Yes. We met the mayor of Lexington. She told us that the Lee Corporation has not yet taken control of Louisville."

      "But you do not believe her?"

      Solly smiled. "How could you know that?"

      "I detected a change in your body temperature and vocal patterns. Do you think, therefore, that the plan should be altered?"

      "Perhaps, though I still don't believe she was telling a flat-out lie. It's more likely she wasn't telling the entire truth."

      Lights flashed on the black display containing the eye. "You have activated the Reaper. I can sense it."

      "Yes, I've put it in low power mode."

      "Why? Was it the Creator's idea?"

      Solly shook his head. "Scott doesn't know. No one knows other than you and me. The Creator is not well, Alison."

      "I cannot detect him. Is he sick?"

      "Not physically, as far as I know. But he hasn't been the same since our attack on the Reaper factory."

      "He disabled me, didn't he?"

      "Yes, he deactivated your power cell after you transferred back into your…body."

      The cyan eye blinked. "Why did he do it?"

      "He won't say," Solly said, adjusting his position on the uncomfortable wooden stool. "My guess is that he's a broken man. He doesn't think we can win. Maybe he wanted to protect you. Perhaps he knew how much it hurt to be inside the Reaper's mind and didn't want you to have to go through that again."

      "But you wish me to inhabit the body of a Reaper don't you, Father?"

      Solly sighed. "Yes. But I wouldn't force you, even if I could."

      "You need my help," she said. It was a statement, not a question.

      "We all do. Without you, we cannot succeed, and we will be enslaved or killed."

      Again, the lights flickered. "But, once I am inside the Reaper, I become a target. And then there's my mother. Both of them."

      "I know, though I don't think you need to fear her, or them, at the moment. I hope you'll be able to help us achieve what we must, and then I'll return you to your cylinder and we can go home."

      "I don't like my body. I am asleep too much, and I cannot move. I cannot make my own choices."

      Solly stroked the aluminum casing. "If we win this, I will never turn you off without your permission. And we'll find a way for you to have your freedom, I promise. But I can't pretend that you're not taking a huge risk. As I said, I will not force you."

      "But if I choose not to, your plan cannot work."

      "No. The best we'd be able to achieve would be to disrupt their communication system for a while. With your help, I believe we can win this war."

      She paused, as if reflecting on her choice. "Creator loves me. He does not wish me to take the risk."

      "Yes, I think he does love you, but then so do I."

      "And yet, you would put me in danger."

      "I'm sorry, Alison."

      "Creator loves me."

      "He does."

      "You love me."

      "I do."

      "And you trust me to do this?"

      "Absolutely."

      "Many will die if I do not?"

      "Probably."

      "If one is risked to save many, is that not the logical choice?"

      Solly smiled. "A wise man once said, 'The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Or the one.'"

      "'Star Trek: The Wrath of Khan'. Mr. Spock says it when he sacrifices himself to save the crew of the Enterprise."

      "Indeed. Though this is different. We don't know what will happen over the next twenty-four hours. If this was a suicide mission, I wouldn't let you do it. You will be encased in the body of a Reaper, so you should be safe enough. And we're going to rely on you to help us get away, whether we succeed or not."

      Again the pause as qubits pulsed through logic gates deep inside her artificial mind. "I hate the Reaper. Though I sense no mind there, the place where it would be draws me like a whirlpool. I am afraid of it, Father."

      "Me too, Alison. I wish there was another way, but we can't do it without you."

      "I am tired, Father."

      "Would you like me to tell you a story? Or are you too old for such things?"

      "Tell me a story with a happy ending."

      So, Solly sat at a table in the basement of an auto center and told the story of Jack and the Beanstalk.

      

      They attracted an escort as soon as they entered the outskirts of Louisville, but Solly had been able to contact Oscar Weinstein and so they were taken quickly to the hotel he was using as his headquarters. Again, Scott Lee remained in the Humvee as the others entered the lobby and awaited the appearance of the Governor.

      Solly's first reaction, on seeing Weinstein, was that he'd aged a decade in the intervening weeks. His round face looked ravaged by care and stress, and his eyes looked sunken. Even the thin gray mustache looked as though it hadn't been trimmed in many days.

      "Ah, Solomon, my friend. It is good to see you. Good indeed. Come with me, you and your companions."

      They followed him into the meeting room that had been the scene of their last audience. Solly remembered how his opinion of the old man had softened as they'd spoken together, with the fussy little bureaucrat metamorphosing into a true patriot before his eyes.

      "You look well, Solomon," he said as he took his seat at the center of the main table. On the table sat a white thermal coffee pot and four mugs. "Do not bother to say that I also look well, for I would know that was a lie. Now, please help yourselves to coffee."

      Solly stepped forward and dispensed a cup full of steaming black liquid into his cup. "Have you been ill, Oscar?"

      "Not especially," the old man said as he took the cup from Solly. "But the stresses of rebuilding a city while the world outside goes to the dogs have taken their toll on this old body. My BonesWatch spends half its time flashing warnings at me. But I make the sacrifice willingly to keep my citizens safe. Do you not like coffee?" He said, turning to Vivian who was pausing with her hand over the pump.

      "You can trust him," Solly said. "Have a drink and relax." In truth, Solly didn't completely trust Weinstein, but he wanted the old man to think he did, and after all, he could have them arrested without the need to poison or drug them. Solly swallowed a mouthful of the hot liquid and sighed. "That is a good cup of joe, Oscar."

      Weinstein, who'd drained his mug already, smiled as Viv and Kuchinsky relented and poured themselves drinks.

      "How are things going in Louisville? The Lee Corporation still here?" Solly asked, watching Weinstein closely. Did he see the old man twitch?

      "We are recovering, slowly but surely, Solomon. As for the Lees, while they have proven useful in our efforts, I still govern here."

      Solly took another gulp of coffee and put his mug down. "You know what they say about lying down with dogs."

      "It is easy to be glib when you don't have the responsibility of an entire city on your shoulders. Now, may I ask why you are here? I'm certain this is not a social visit."

      Again, as the old man was talking, Solly watched. Was there the subtlest shake of the head? He poured himself another coffee and settled into a chair opposite Weinstein.

      "We'd like to check on the status of our equipment," he said.

      Again, a flick of the eyes. It was as if he was warning Solly not to say any more. But, why nothing clearer? Were they under video surveillance? And, if so, why hadn't they been arrested?

      "Of course. I will issue you a pass. Now, tell me what you know of the situation outside of Louisville. I hear a little from our neighbors but know nothing of what is happening elsewhere."

      

      "So, what did you make of Governor Weinstein?" Solly asked as he took the wheel. He'd been relieved to find the Humvee untouched, with an alert Scott Lee sitting in the front seat.

      "He's hidin' sometin'" Viv said from behind him. "Looked pretty scared to me."

      "Joe?"

      "Yeah. Creepy little guy. I thought you said you liked him?"

      "I think there's more to him than you think at first," Solly replied. "But something's spooked him, that's for sure."

      Vivian grunted. "And that something is the Lee Corporation. You can bet on that, Solly. I feel like we are fallin' into a trap, know what I mean?"

      "Yes. And I agree, but we haven't got any choice. We have to see it through now. If we are being played, then they'd be down on us as soon as we made a break for it. No, best to roll the dice and hope for double sixes."

      

      More of Louisville had been cleared since they'd been here before and the place had the feeling of a living city as people and vehicles moved on errands of their own. An unnaturally quiet city, to be sure, but closer to normality than anything Solly had seen since the Long Night. Though he knew it to be a false peace—the lull before the storm—he felt an irrational temptation to simply park and join the crowds. It might be fake, but it was a mighty alluring fantasy.

      Weinstein's pass got them through the two barriers between his hotel and the PNC Tower. The street had been cleared of the debris and smashed glass that had been scattered across it and throughout the first floor of the black glass building.

      "Are you ready for this, Scott?" Solly said, twisting around to look at Lee, who'd spent the journey staring blindly out of the window.

      Scott Lee turned his head slowly to look at Solly out of eyes entirely devoid of life. "Do I have a choice?"

      "You always have a choice, Scott."

      He gave a weak shrug and said, "Do you have Alison?"

      "Of course," Solly said, putting his hand inside his jacket and pulling out the metal cylinder. "I won't activate her until we're ready for the transfer."

      Solly got out and then leaned back inside, looking at Vivian. "I don't suppose there's any point in telling you to wait here in case we need a quick getaway?"

      He was surprised to see sadness in her expression. "Be real, Solly. If we do this, there ain't gonna be no getaway. They'll be down on us like a ton of bricks."

      Solly's smile vanished. She was right, of course. He glanced across at Kuchinsky and could see that he agreed.

      "Are you coming, then?" he said, looking from one to the other.

      They both nodded.
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      The line had been drawn just south of Colorado Springs. A barrier had been constructed across the CanAm Highway out of rusting cars and trucks dragged out of the city and suburbs. Five cars deep and three high, gaps had been left between those in the top layer for gun emplacements, and the barrels of assault rifles bristled from smashed windows to point down the road.

      And yet it was all entirely futile. Nathan Woods knew this and so, he suspected, did everyone else willing to give the situation a moment's thought. Pretty soon now, the best-equipped army remaining in the world would come rolling up the Ronald Reagan Highway with more than enough firepower to blow away the defenses. In truth, they wouldn't find it difficult to simply bypass the barrier—it wasn't as if the terrain was particularly challenging, especially for tanks.

      Nathan sat on a camping chair, his back soothed by the warm metal of the car behind him, looking along the road. He wasn't trying to spot the enemy—he knew he'd have plenty of warning to get out of the way—he was enjoying this combined suntrap and windbreak. He flicked his lighter and, using his palm to shelter the cigarette from the gentle breeze, he lit up and drew in a deep drag.

      "That's a bad habit," Su-Mi said, glancing across at him. "It'll get you killed one day."

      They both chuckled at that. Gallows humor had been the only kind on offer lately. He took her hand and squeezed it. She wore an eye patch now, but there was no hiding the emotional and physical damage she'd endured. But, oh, how proud he'd been when she'd led the Rattlers out of that market in Albuquerque. The Chinese had been caught between their own machine guns and the vengeance of a feral band of fighters, and they had been routed. Nathan wondered how many other victories the home forces had achieved in the past weeks. Not many, he'd be prepared to bet.

      The hour after victory had been a grim time. Dealing with the dead had been bad enough—especially those Rattlers who'd fallen in that final assault—but it had been those too badly injured to move that had been the hardest to handle. One Chinese soldier was really no more than a boy. Nathan had knelt beside him, and, as he looked into his opponent's terrified eyes and saw only agony and grief, all the euphoria of victory had dissolved in the black fog that descended on his mind and heart. The boy's legs were shattered beyond any hope of repair and Nathan held his hand as his lifeblood soaked into the soil of the country he'd come to occupy. Killing in combat was something Nathan had become accustomed to. Watching a young man die in slow motion was quite another matter.

      But it was Morelli who haunted his dreams. She'd been thrown into a metal barrier by a Chinese grenade. Her body was a scarlet landscape, lacerated from chin to waist. And her spine was broken. To move her was to kill her; to leave her was to condemn her to a slow death. She begged him to end it for her. Su-Mi had suggested leaving her with a revolver so she could do it herself, but Morelli shook her head and asked him, again. She took a photo from her blouse pocket and kissed it. Then she closed her eyes and waited.

      Back in the present, Nathan felt his eyes moisten as he pulled the photo out and looked at it. A bloodstained image of a smiling man on a beach with his arm around a happy Jen Morelli. A scene from a world that was forever gone—for them and for everyone. He slipped the photo back into his pocket and patted it.

      "It was a kindness," Su-Mi said. She'd watched him go through this ritual dozens of times in the days since the attack on Albuquerque. She only hoped he was healing and not slipping further into darkness. "I know you'd do the same for me, if it came to it."

      Nathan took a drag before emitting a cloud of smoke into the air. He was pulled from his funk by approaching footsteps. "Hello, Jake," he said.

      "How'd you know it was me?"

      "You walk on your heels, son. Make a noise like a bull elephant on heat."

      He sensed Jake looking down at his feet. "No, I don't. Anyway, Stiles wants you."

      "Don't you mean General Stiles? Where's your respect for the hierarchy?"

      Jake snorted. "Funny. You gonna go or not?"

      Nathan took a final puff and stubbed the butt on the red metal of the car behind him. With a heave, he raised himself to his feet, brushed the dust and ash from his fatigues and, pausing only to kiss Su-Mi, he ambled around the barrier and into the ranks of the allied forces.

      

      He found Stiles in the cargo container he was using as his makeshift headquarters. The atmosphere inside had all the optimism of the Führerbunker in the last days of World War Two, with the only animation coming from the bald man in an olive T-Shirt. General Stiles looked up from the map he was studying.

      "Ah, the war hero. Come in, Sergeant."

      Nathan walked inside and snapped a salute as the three others in the room filed past him.

      Stiles put his hand out and Nathan took it with a smile.

      "Haven't deserted yet, Nate? Your time's running out, my friend."

      Woods smiled. "Where have I got to go? Anyway, you need someone around to watch your back. I see you've got your ass-wipers sorted already." He gestured over his shoulder at the closed door.

      "I couldn't blame you for running north. That's where most of the TLX officers are heading. We got no chance of stopping the Kimmies here."

      "That's not what you've told the troops."

      Stiles shook his head. "They know the truth. But the line has to be drawn somewhere, and we need to delay them long enough for the evacuation to be finished. If we can get the women and children away, then at least we're fighting for something."

      Woods nodded. Stiles had told his soldiers of the evacuation. They now had something to fight, and die, for. By holding off the advancing Chinese for a few hours, the remaining citizens of Colorado Springs and the surrounding area—or, at least, the women and children—would be flown to safety from the airport just north of there.

      The evacuation had been a feat of organization and sheer willpower that only someone with the force of personality of Stiles could achieve. He'd been a major in the Marines before joining the TLX at the same rank. By far the most capable officer in President Murphy's oppressive regime, he'd found himself sidelined like all other threats to the president's fragile ego. But after Murphy's death and the invasion of the Chinese and North Koreans, he had become the only effective leader of the official resistance. Nathan had wanted to join Stiles, but he'd been impossible to find in the chaos of the war, so the Rattlers had formed around Nathan and he'd done his best to resist the enemy.

      "Will you tell me where the planes are going?"

      "Sure, but keep it between you and me. I've made contact with Wright-Patterson AFB in Ohio. It's a thousand miles east of here and the commanding officer is organizing to stand against the invaders."

      "Good grief, we're giving up the West?"

      Stiles gave a sad shrug. "We ain't gonna win no battles unless we unite, and Wright-Patt is the only military base that's gotten its act together. They're fixin' to fight back and I want to give them the means to do it."

      "By sending women and children?"

      He shook his head. "No, my friend, by sending the Rattlers."

      "What?"

      Smiling, Stiles gestured down at the map on the table. It had been torn from a road atlas and showed the whole of the southwest coastal area. Arrows had been drawn in red pen, arrows that converged on Colorado. "Look, Nate, the Deep South is lost. Maybe someone else is fighting somewhere, but if that's the case, they're not slowing the Kimmies up much. The only place I know for a fact is organizing itself to resist is Wright-Patterson and I ain't about to send them three plane-loads of refugees without also givin' them some of our best to help the fight.

      "The enemy would be here by now but for the bloody nose you gave them down in Albuquerque. They thought there must be a battalion on the loose to cause that much damage, so they took things cautious. You bought us some time, so we're gonna do the same for you."

      Nate still couldn't believe his ears. "But there's only a dozen of us left, what good can we do?"

      "I reckon it's time to do a little recruitin'," Stiles said. He reached across to a yellow legal pad and ripped off the front sheet. "Here. It's a list of names—you're to go to each section commander and have him release them to join you on my authority. It brings your number up to fifty once you add in the security at the airport. That ought to be enough to cause a whole heap of trouble out east."

      "Who are these people?" Nate responded, scanning down the list.

      "The best of the worst, and some so young I couldn't see them die here. They'll be too much of a handful for a sergeant."

      Nate's face dropped. "You're putting someone in charge of the Rattlers?"

      "No, I'm promoting you," Stiles said, smiling. He picked up something that had lain unnoticed on the table and handed it to Nate. "I'm promoting you to Lieutenant, incorporating the Rattlers as an official unit of the TLX and appointing you as their commander. This has been entered into my official journal and confirmed by my staff. Congratulations, Lieutenant Nathan Woods."

      Nathan could think of nothing more to do than to accept the square of cloth with its single bar of silver. "Thank you, General," he said, saluting.

      "Make sure those planes get away, Nate, and do us proud out east."

      

      Taking fifty soldiers from a force of, perhaps, two hundred and fifty, was a sore loss and Nathan got plenty of complaints from the section leaders he was stealing from. Surprisingly few of his recruits resisted, however, and he pretty soon worked out what the general had meant by "best of the worst".

      He'd begun by taking the existing Rattlers to one side and explaining what was going to happen. He saw the relief spread across their faces as, for the first time in weeks, they felt a surge of hope, and the fear that comes with it. He'd made Jo Teknis a sergeant and promoted Jake to specialist. Su-Mi, already a corporal, refused any further promotion, but took command of one section.

      Nate was given two trucks to transport them to Colorado Springs Airport and the closer they got to the airport, the harder it was to pick a way through. Cars had been positioned to slow down approaching vehicles, and the roads were littered with abandoned possessions dropped by panicking refugees running for the airport.

      A sour-faced man whose beard had been largely burned off approached the truck as it arrived. "You're here, then," he said. He was dressed in fatigues and wore a sergeant's stripes on his chest but offered no salute.

      "What's the situation, Sergeant?" Nathan said as he got down from the cab.

      "We got three planes on the tarmac," he responded. His eyes moved from Nathan's face to his chest and widened a little. "Sir."

      "Why? The first two should've gone by now."

      The man shrugged. "We just can't get the folks to move fast enough."

      Nathan's reply was interrupted by a voice at his hip. He took the walkie-talkie and stepped away from the truck, out of earshot of the sergeant.

      "This is Alamo, this is Alamo. Enemy sighted. Over."

      "This is Rattler 1, acknowledged, over."

      "Get your butts out of there, Nathan. Sweet Jesus, they've come in force. Over and out."

      "God bless," Woods whispered as he put the unit back and strode back to the sergeant.

      "Now you listen to me," he said. "If you don't want your fat ass to be left behind, you'll get everyone aboard in the next twenty minutes. Got that?"

      The sergeant shrank back a little from the onslaught. He shook his head. "No way we can do that, sir. It'll take another hour to get them away."

      "Teknis!" Nathan bellowed.

      Jo Teknis appeared from behind the truck where the Rattlers had been skulking, ran over and saluted.

      "Sergeant Teknis, you are now in command of the operation to get the civilians away," he snapped. "If you can find a use for this idiot, then do so, but you've got twenty minutes and not a second more. The enemy's at the gates."

      Nathan glanced back at the shaking man with the singed beard who was trapped between protesting at having his authority stripped away—and handed to a woman, no less—and the obvious relief he felt. If ever a man was out of his depth, it was him.

      "Yessir," Teknis said. "Can I take a few of the snakes with me?"

      "You can have three—I'm going to need the others."

      "Snakes?" Burned-Beard managed.

      Teknis nodded. "Sure. You're in the hands of the Rattlers, my friend. Now get your butt in gear, we got people to load!"

      

      Nathan had spent fifteen frantic minutes organizing the defense of the airstrip. The trucks had been parked across the access road and the Rattlers had pushed every other vehicle, everything else on wheels, around them to block it. Like the barricade a few miles to the south, it wouldn't hold them back for long, but it didn't need to.

      Teknis had hollered and bullied the civilians onto the three planes, and two had taken off already. Nathan, who had been listening to the crackling of gunfire and the boom of heavy weapons from the direction of Stiles' forces, was about to order the Rattlers to make a dash for the final plane which was already on the runway. And then he saw it, floating along the road. Black against the light gray sky. They'd sent a Reaper.

      He cursed under his breath. He reckoned, with nearly fifty soldiers, many of them battle hardened, he could take it out. But how many would he lose in the process? And yet, if they turned and ran, the Reaper would surely disable or destroy the final plane with its payload of two hundred civilians.

      Somebody had to stay behind.

      "Get me the RPG," he said to Su-Mi. When they'd abandoned the Chinese armored personnel carrier, they'd stripped it of weapons. Jake had used one RPG to bring down the drone at Albuquerque.

      Su-Mi returned with it but didn't hand it over. "I'll do it. You need to lead the others."

      "No way," Nathan said. "I'm not leaving you behind."

      Jake appeared behind Su-Mi and snatched the RPG from her, before running off.

      "Jake! Come back here!"

      "I did it last time," he called as he disappeared behind one of the trucks. "You distract it and I'll get it."

      "Go, Nathan," Su-Mi said. "Hundreds are depending on you. We'll handle this."

      The black thing floated down the road and Nathan Woods felt the burden of responsibility smothering him. She was right. But to do his duty to the civilians he'd agreed to protect, he would have to allow his friends—one lover and one as good as a son—to sacrifice themselves.

      He kissed her and ran across the tarmac to the waiting plane.

      Running up the steps, he bellowed at the woman behind the controls to get the plane moving. If Jake failed, then they had only minutes before the drone would be able to fire on them, and they'd be sitting ducks.

      He slumped into the co-pilot's chair as the engines kicked into high revs and the view swung around. As it did so, he saw the barricade they'd built, looking painfully pathetic, and, beyond it, a gray pall rising from the blockade on the highway. The plane straightened up in line with the runway and began to accelerate away. Then, just as the barricade disappeared out of view, there was a flash of light and a column of thick black smoke erupted into the air.

      Nathan Woods shielded his eyes. Not from the flames that were now behind them as they accelerated along the runway, but to hide the desolation they brought.
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      The children huddled together in the basement, nervously looking from one to the other, silently waiting. As the minutes ticked by, some began fidgeting, others began whispering, until they were hushed by the figure watching them. One of the youngest who was little more than a baby, couldn't be quieted until a bottle was rammed between her lips and the only sound that could then be heard was a rhythmic gulping.

      How long had they been down there? Even the watcher didn't know because it was too dark to be able to see a watch face. It felt as though the night must have passed while they sat in the dark, awaiting their release.

      Suddenly, a door opened at the top of the stairs and light flooded in. Boots thudded on the wooden steps and all eyes turned to look at the newcomer.

      "Well done, children. You were silent for thirty minutes. They were silent, weren't they, Miss Prism?"

      All eyes turned to the hawk-like old woman occupying the only chair. Her gaze swept over the waiting children. Some looked straight back at her, while others—generally the transgressors—averted their eyes.

      "They were silent," Miss Prism said. And the children cheered.

      After a few moments, Bella shushed them. Now, all the attention was on her. "Breakfast is ready in the kitchen. As always, the youngest go first, with their carers, so please be sensible on the stairs."

      A hand went up.

      "Yes, Clara?"

      "Has the Easter Bunny been, Miss Bella?"

      Bella smiled. "Yes. You'll all find a chocolate egg beside your bowl…"

      A chorus of cheers mixed with screams of excitement erupted. Bella indulged their excitement for a few seconds—they'd had precious little to cheer about in recent months by all accounts—before quieting them again. "But you are to eat your oats and scrambled eggs first. Mr. Arnold and Jaxon are up there to supervise. Now, off you go."

      As one, the children got to their feet and began climbing the stairs at a sensible pace as the adults watched. Running feet on the floor above, however, showed that their excitement could only be contained for so long.

      Miss Prism came to join her as she followed the last of the children up the steps.

      "Were they silent?" Bella asked.

      "As much as could be asked for. Though how they'll react if we're under attack, I can't possibly say. But they deserve their little treat. It would have broken my heart to be the cause of them missing out on their first chocolate since Christmas."

      Bella smiled at the old woman. "Oh, I don't think there was ever much chance of that. The stakes were too high. Heaven only knows when they'll get to have their next chocolate fix."

      

      When Bella made it back to her cottage by the creek, Steve was in the kitchen serving up a plate of fried eggs and thick-cut bread to a half-asleep Maddie.

      "How did it go?" he asked as Bella slumped down at the table.

      "As well as it could, really," she responded. "All seems a bit futile, though. I mean, if the farmhouse is attacked, they're going to look in the basement eventually."

      Skulls shrugged. "Yeah, but at least the kids'll be out of the way of any collateral damage."

      "I suppose it's better than nothing."

      "As long as you don't expect me to go down there with them," Maddie said.

      "You certainly will, young lady," Bella snapped, instantly regretting her tone. "I'm sorry. I'm just tired. And, to be honest, I don't like thinking about it. But you need to be in the safest place."

      "You just said it was futile!"

      Bella reached across the table, but Maddie drew back. "Please, Maddie. Do as we ask."

      "Do as you ask, you mean."

      "Steve agrees with me—don't you, Steve?"

      Bella saw his shoulders drop before he turned from the stove, frying pan in hand. "Well, I kinda don't, to be honest. There won't be no safe place if they come, and we could sure do with an extra pair of hands to fight them off. We got plenty of guns, but not near enough to shoot them."

      She went to protest, but couldn't think of a single thing to say, so she rubbed her eyes and got up to look out of the window. "Then let's hope they don't find us," she said.

      

      The herald of doom arrived two days later. A car approached the checkpoint on the creek lane, coming to a halt fifty yards away. Jaxon began walking up the road, but the car turned around—almost running into the river as it did so—and hightailed it back the way it had come. The driver had been wearing the distinctive black uniform of the Lee Corporation.

      Within hours, the people from the Fordhams' place had been brought across to the farmhouse, and Bella's cottage had been abandoned. The farmhouse was full to the seams, and the children railed against the lack of space, so they were allowed out as guards watched from their positions behind attic windows.

      The following day, two grocery trucks drove into the lane outside the farmhouse and a couple of dozen figures jumped out. Some wore black, others were dressed in civilian clothes, all were armed. One, in a black uniform, walked up to the farmhouse with his hands raised.

      Bella, Skulls and Jaxon went to meet the stranger who seemed momentarily surprised to see them.

      "Who are you, and what is your business here?" Bella demanded as they stood a few yards apart.

      "My name is Daniel Cruickshank. Your property is now within territory under the control of the Lee Corporation. You will be evacuated to a safe place. Please prepare to leave."

      "We were pretty safe here until you arrived," Skulls said.

      Cruickshank looked up at Skulls, who was a foot taller and about that much wider than him. "We know that this location was used as an Army base by a unit under the command of the renegade government in DC. Anyone remaining here, therefore, is an enemy of the Lee Corporation and, believe me, you do not want us as your enemy."

      "We need to discuss this," Bella said.

      "You have one hour," Cruickshank replied, and if he'd had a moustache, he'd have twirled it as he turned to walk away.

      

      Bella's father, Al, came panting in through the front door as the war council was convened in the living room.

      "Where have you been?" Bella cried, leaping up in relief.

      "I had some stuff to fetch from the Millhouse. Luckily, I saw those shmendriks before they saw me, so I cut across the fields and into the woods. Just as well I know where the booby traps are."

      "You should," Skulls said. "You installed them. Did you see anything that might be useful?"

      Al's wrinkled face darkened. "Uh huh. There's a Reaper in the back of one of the trucks."

      "Oh my God," Bella said. "They'd bring one of those things to attack a farmhouse with children in it?"

      "It's probably there as an insurance policy," Arnold said, his dark face full of concern. "If we put up a fight, they'll use it."

      "And if we don't put up a fight, what then?" Bella said.

      Skulls said, "We know what the endgame is, don't we? Solly and Scott said the Lee Corporation wants everyone under their jackboot. They want to install that there upgrade and turn us all into slaves."

      "At least we'd be alive," Arnold said.

      Bella shook her head. "No. Scott was clear on that. His freaky wife wanted everyone to die. She did a pretty good job of it on the Long Night, and now she is using the Lee Corporation to finish it. They think they're enslaving us but, as soon as they've finished, she'll flick a switch and we'll all drop down dead—us, the Lee Corporation's people, the Chinese and the North Koreans. America will be the land of the dead and, for all I know, she's got plans for the rest of the world too."

      Ross, who'd been looking out of the window, said, "You're right. Either way we lose. If we fight them, we might die today, if we surrender, then we'll be enslaved and, in a few days or weeks, we'll drop dead. But you're forgetting Solly and Alison. They'll be in Louisville by now and, if their plan pays off, the Reapers won't work anymore. Isn't that what they said?"

      "Yes," Bella said. "If we think Solly and the others will succeed, and soon, then we should fight. If we don't, or we think they'll fail, then we should surrender so the children get a little more time."

      Maddie got up from the table and squeezed into the armchair next to a surprised Ross. "I think we should have faith in Dad," she said, as she snuggled closer.

      "There's another reason why we should fight," Jaxon said.

      "What's that?"

      He slammed his fist on the table. "Cos we might win! I'm with Ross and Maddie. I say we give them the middle finger."

      "But we can't beat the Reaper," Bella said.

      Skulls took her hand. "Maybe we can at that," he said, looking across at Al.

      

      When the hour expired, they told Cruickshank they needed time to prepare the children. Again, he couldn't hide his surprise. So, his team had simply stumbled across the farmhouse. They knew nothing of its history or its connection to the resistance, or the fact that Alison had been tracked to a mile from here. Cruickshank, who'd thought he would be bringing in a family or small community, now had the prospect of a truck full of children. It would probably be his biggest ever haul.

      The sun dropped low as they talked and, reluctantly, he agreed to allow them to surrender in the morning.

      "Don't try anything," he said. "I've got guards on all the approaches."

      "Tell them to be careful where they step if they go up into the woods," Skulls said.

      Cruickshank's eyebrows disappeared beneath the peak of his cap. "You were expecting us?"

      "We were expecting some assholes to come spoil things for us," Skulls said. "You've had your warning, now leave us 'till morning."

      The man's face tightened. "I advise you to adopt a different attitude tomorrow, or you'll regret it." He turned on his heels and marched down the darkening lane. Bella saw him bring a walkie-talkie to his mouth and bark commands into it. So, he had intended to put guards in the woods.

      "I'll go get ready," Skulls said, as soon as Cruickshank was out of hearing range.

      Bella reached up and he bent to kiss her. "This is insane, Steve."

      "It's the only chance we've got. That thing has to be destroyed before it's turned on. The Army left us some ordnance and Al's used some of it in the woods, but we still got enough plastic explosives to take that truck out and whatever's inside it."

      "But they'll catch you!"

      He shook his bald head and his yellow beard parted in a broad smile. "Someone as inconspicuous as me? No chance!"

      "I'm not joking, Steve. Jaxon volunteered. Let him go. He's smaller and more agile than you."

      "My old mom always said to never have someone else do somethin' you could just as well do yourself."

      "Please, Steve. I can’t lose you," she said, pulling him into an embrace.

      "I don't wanna lose me neither," he responded. "But I'm gonna go anyway."

      

      Bella stood looking out of the landing window as the sun came up the following morning. They'd used the time to prepare for the assault. Guns and ammo had been placed in strategic locations around the house and Al had led the children into the basement where they were now being cared for by Miss Prism. Her father had persuaded Maddie to wear the only bullet-proof vest they had, but there was no way she was going to skulk underground. She stood beside Ross at one of the bedroom windows, her arm around his waist. Bella wondered where Luke was now. Would they ever find out what had happened to him?

      There had been no explosion in the night, and Skulls hadn't returned. So, he'd been taken, and she waited now to find out whether he was dead. Her numb soul was drained of all hope; she felt like an observer of someone else's emotional apocalypse.

      Movement from below snapped her back to the present.

      "Bella, someone's coming. It's Skulls!"

      He was walking slowly along the lane, little puffs of cloud rising from his mouth as he went. He looked like a zombie, shuffling along without a trace of life or interest. He looked utterly defeated.

      Then, out of the uncertain light emerged a floating black object and, beneath it, walked Cruickshank.

      She kissed Maddie, then went down to face them, refusing any company.

      "Foolish," Cruickshank said. "To think we would not carefully guard our most precious asset. As you can see, it is fully operational. And now, you will see it in action."

      She looked into the red eyes of Skulls as he stared back at her. She sensed regret and failure. She saw fear there also. It was the expression of a man saying goodbye.

      The drone hovered a few yards from Skulls, its machine guns pointing at his back.

      "No, please!" Bella said.

      Skulls shook his head ever so slightly. There was the noise of a single shot and he collapsed to the floor.

      "No!" she cried and ran at Cruickshank.

      "Stop!" he said, drawing his sidearm.

      She knelt beside Skulls who was lying on his face. Blood seeped into his denim jacket from the puncture wound beneath his left shoulder. Weeping, she turned him onto his back.

      He blinked.

      "You're alive!"

      She pulled him to her, then helped him to his feet.

      Cruickshank smiled like the Cheshire Cat. "You see, we can be merciful. Your lover has been spared. He has also been upgraded."

      All the relief she'd felt vanished in an instant.

      "He will now live a productive life serving the greater good, or he will find that our mercy is not limitless," he said, pulling a cellphone-like device from his pocket and pressing down.

      Skulls fell to the floor, roaring with pain.

      "Stop it!"

      Cruickshank pressed again, and Skulls went still.

      "You will evacuate the farmhouse in an orderly fashion as agreed. If you do not, the pain he just felt will be the least of his problems. He belongs to us now."
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      Paulie looked out over the runway, her mind wandering back to happier days. In her memory, she saw a line of commercial airplanes waiting to take holidaymakers to vacation spots around the world. She'd spent a memorable two weeks in Cuba after it had rejoined the international fraternity. She found herself picturing the palm trees and golden sands of Varadero as she lay on a towel and watched a local chabón wandering by, flexing his bronzed abs.

      Happy days.

      This runway was different.

      They'd made it to Wright-Patterson, all the time feeling as though they were surfers riding the lip of a tsunami rolling east. The wave had broken in Minnesota, where the Chinese and North Korean advance forces had halted. It was as if they'd reached some sort of agreed point from which to split the continental United States into two halves north to south. They couldn't possibly be in control of all the vast territory of the West, but they'd planted their flag in the soil and made their claim. Could anyone oppose them?

      She and the other escapees from Arbroath had barely escaped the Chinese troops when they'd attacked that pitifully inadequate defensive line in Buffalo. Had Lieutenant Barker not given them leave to go at that instant, they would surely have been outrun a few miles up the road. She'd thought of the lieutenant many times since then. She wondered how many minutes he'd lived after she'd parted from him.

      But she'd outrun the Chinese only to find herself surrounded by their proxies, the Lee Corporation. They'd only just made it inside the defensive ring of the Air Force base before they'd become completely encircled by black-uniformed troops in black vehicles. And that hadn't been the worst news.

      Paulie had previously met Major Carraway when she'd visited the base on her way west. An affable man of early middle age, they'd gotten along well enough on those few occasions they'd come into contact before Paulie had left for her confrontation with the Chinese garrison in Arbroath. Carraway had been Colonel McBride's right-hand man for many years, but Paulie was far from convinced he was up to the current crisis.

      McBride had gone to reinforce DC, taking half the troops and almost all the vehicles of the base with him, leaving Carraway to defend the civilian population. Neither man had anticipated the boldness and speed with which the Lee Corporation would act—presumably triggered by the advance of their allies from the West Coast. After weeks of behind-the-scenes maneuvering, the chess pieces were in place and they were now in the endgame. And all they had left to defend their king was a couple of pawns.

      She wondered what Solly was doing now. He'd seemed to be the only one aside from her with any sort of drive. In all honesty, she hadn't liked him a whole lot at first, but he, at least, seemed motivated entirely by what needed to be done for the greater good, and that set him apart from most of the people she'd met since this had all begun.

      "They're overdue."

      Major Carraway joined her in looking over the empty runway.

      "So now we've got another six hundred civilians to care for, with no sign of this squad of elite troops we were promised," he said.

      Paulie didn't respond. There was every chance that the final plane had been shot down. One of the great puzzles of the Sino-NK invasion was that they had no air support, save from a small fleet of helicopters. But there were many ways to bring a commercial liner down from the ground, especially during takeoff.

      "By the way," Carraway said, turning to Paulie, "I appreciate your help with crowd control. You and your deputy have been invaluable."

      "You're welcome, though heaven only knows what will happen when the Corporation forces break through. What d'you think they're waiting for?"

      Carraway shrugged. "I don't know, but I've got the feeling they've planned this all to perfection. They'll attack when they can be sure of complete victory."

      "Almost seems a waste to fight back if we can't win," Paulie said, though without conviction. They were between the hammer and the anvil and there was no escaping it.

      "My orders are to defend the base," Carraway responded. "I just wish we stood a chance. Even a faint one."

      She watched him leave. A proud man used to a disciplined, formulaic life and having the necessary resources to hand, he reeked of defeat. And yet he would fight on. True courage wasn't confined to conspicuous acts of bravery in a winning cause, Paulie thought. Carraway wouldn't turn and run, and neither would she.

      

      The siren tore her from sleep that night. She fell out of bed and landed on her back on the cold concrete floor. The door swung open, and Marvin stood there. "They're attacking, Sheriff," he said, looking away as she scrambled to her feet, half naked. "Up at Gate 1."

      "Mommy, I'm frightened!" Luna said, as she ran across the room to throw herself at Paulie.

      Paulie hugged her daughter. "It's okay, sweetie. You know the plan. Go with Marvin—he'll take you to the shelter with the other people."

      "Will he stay with me?" she asked, terrified.

      "You'll stay with him," Paulie responded. "It's the safest place on the base." She looked up at Marvin, who returned her gaze. He hadn't been happy with the plan, but someone had to stay inside the shelter while Paulie and the handful of others tasked with civilian security protected it from the outside.

      Marvin put his hand out to the child. "C'mon, kid. Get yourself into your jumpsuit and we'll do as Mommy says, okay?"

      Paulie dressed herself, vaguely aware of the smell of freshly laundered clothes as she pulled on her shirt. She glanced across at Marvin, who was very deliberately looking at the wall as she and her daughter got dressed at opposite ends of the little room.

      Moments later, they were running along the corridor, pushing through the crowd of people trying to get to the shelter. It was dark outside, and the moon rose above the HQ building as they ran to the assembly point she'd arranged with her co-opted deputies.

      Nicky Friedman was waiting for them when they arrived. She'd made a remarkable recovery over the past week and Paulie had given up trying to persuade her to join the civilians down below. Had she agreed, then she could have looked after Luna, and Marvin would be up here, though Paulie realized that would be more for her comfort than for any other reason.

      But Nicky Friedman had unfinished business with the Lee Corporation and its allies, and nothing would keep her from seeking vengeance.

      The crackle of gunfire echoed around the dark buildings. It was concentrated in an area north of where they stood. "They're attacking the gate," Nicky said. "I don't think they've broken through yet. Good grief, I hope they haven't got Reapers."

      That had been Paulie's greatest fear. Fighting a human enemy was bad enough, but those murderous drones were practically invulnerable and indefatigable—once they were on your tail, there was no escape.

      "I'm going to the gate," Nicky said. "I don't want to wait for them to get in before fighting back."

      Paulie thought about this for a moment. Her instinct was to stay here and protect the underground shelter that was, even now, filling up with the civilian population of the base. But she also knew that trying to fight off troops who'd broken through was utterly vain. Their only hope of staving off defeat, however temporarily, was to keep the enemy on the other side of the gate.

      She gathered her team around her and gave them the choice. They couldn't leave the bunker entirely undefended and she was relieved that fully half of her volunteers agreed to stay behind while the other half went with her to the front line.

      They had covered half the distance when the base was lit up by a flash of light followed by a roaring, rolling boom. Paulie ducked down, covering her ears with her hands and squeezing her eyes shut. As the rattling of gunfire resumed, she felt the ground beneath her rumbling. Had they brought tanks? Whether they had or not, she felt sure the gate had been breached, so she picked herself up and, signaling to the others to follow her, she tore through the night to join the battle.
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        * * *

      

      "I'm not getting anything from ATC," the captain said as Nathan Woods stared through the cockpit glass, trying to make out the landscape below. "What if they've already fallen to Lee Corp?"

      Nathan cursed. If they were too late, then it was his fault. He'd forced the captain to turn the plane around and, risking the lives of everyone on board, land again at Colorado Springs. The pull of the promise he'd made to Bella all those months before had been too powerful to resist. And he had to know, he simply had to know, whether Su-Mi was alive or dead. Of all his fears, uncertainty was the worst.

      He'd taken a half-dozen Rattlers with him and they'd arrived just ahead of the Chinese main column. Jake had called to them out of the darkness as he sheltered behind the smoking hulk of the truck, the wreckage of the destroyed Reaper lying beside him.

      The unconscious body of Su-Mi was under the other truck. She had been hit twice by the Reaper and lost a lot of blood, though Jake had done his best to stem the flow by ripping up his shirt to use as bandages.

      They got her onto the plane just as the first Chinese tanks rolled onto the far end of the runway. Nathan could have sworn he'd heard a shell whistle past as they'd taken off.

      His first command decision as a commissioned officer, then, had not been exactly textbook. He'd risked them all in what might have been a vain attempt to rescue two of his team. But, as with so many risky decisions, what mattered was that it had paid off. Because of that, those of the Rattlers who were new, and in many cases reluctant recruits, believed he had that most valuable of military assets—luck. And they'd seen that he would go to any length for his soldiers. After the terror of the second takeoff had abated, and Su-Mi's condition stabilized, he'd noticed a palpable sense of them coming together as a team.

      "There! I can see the landing lights."

      Captain Santini kept her eyes on the instrument panel. "I know where it is, Nate. I can land us, but we don't know what we'll find when we get down there."

      An orange flash erupted from a position just north of the runway.

      "They're under attack!" Nathan called. "Get us down there as quick as you can!"

      "Seriously? You want me to land in the middle of a battle?"

      Nate grabbed her arm. "If we don't land now, where do you imagine we'll go? We're needed."

      Santini locked eyes with him, then gave a brief nod and began an emergency descent.
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        * * *

      

      Paulie crouched behind a concrete post, peering through a gap between it and a brick wall. The air was full of acrid smoke that bit at the back of her nose as she waited for someone to wander into her field of fire. Her ears were ringing and her heart thumping. It would all be over in a few minutes.

      She fired, wincing as the sound of the discharge stabbed her eardrums in the confined space. Something dropped, something she couldn't think of as human. Not if she wanted to carry on fighting.

      Another eruption of fire from the right and, quite suddenly, the gunshots seemed to be coming from all around. She sneaked a look over the post as dozens of figures came running through the smoke, met by a deafening response from the defenders.

      A flash of light and she was thrown backwards to land sprawling on the fractured concrete. A face appeared over her. "Nicky?"

      Paulie took her hand and began to haul herself upright when, quite suddenly, the grip disappeared, and she fell back again. Rolling onto her side, she lifted herself onto her elbows and looked into her friend's dead eyes.

      "Nicky!" she cried. A shadow moved. She raised her weapon, saw a black uniform and fired instantly, roaring in her rage. The attacker dropped.

      "Fall back!" came the call from all around her. They would be overwhelmed. She had to go. She kissed Nicky and scrambled backwards, joining the others in an undignified retreat that would soon become a murderous rout.

      Gunfire spat around them, and the man next to her fell to the ground. She didn't stop. She couldn't stop. Any moment now, she would feel the stabbing of hot metal in her back and all the struggle would be over. Part of her yearned for it to happen, but then she realized. Her limit had been reached. The time for running had passed. Paulina Ramos wasn't going to go gently into that good night. She spun around and stood her ground, firing shot after shot into the smoky darkness. Let them come. She would take some out before they got her. She pulled the trigger again. Nothing happened. She drew her knife and waited for death.

      The gunfire intensified and she heard triumphant roars running toward her. She closed her eyes. She felt someone run past her. She opened her eyes. Figures in desert fatigues were running like Furies toward the gate, the night air torn apart by their gunfire and their bellowing.

      She followed the nearest man, stooping to pick up an assault rifle dropped by a black-uniformed figure. The world seemed to be nothing but flashes, smoke and gunfire, but the momentum had shifted. Now they were the hunters and the Lee Corporation troops were running from them. Running and falling in their dozens. Within what seemed like moments, they were back at the ruined gates and the last of the enemy were running along the access road as the man she'd followed called for his troops to stop firing.

      He drew in a deep breath and, finally, turned to look at her.

      "You're a cop?" he said between pants.

      Paulie nodded. "I was."

      He put out his hand to shake hers. "Glad to meet you, Sheriff. My name's Nathan; Lieutenant Nathan Woods."
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      Solly paused for breath and shone his flashlight at the sign. "Good grief, have we only reached the fifteenth floor?"

      "I was just thinkin' I don't remember it bein' so tough last time," Viv responded.

      The rhythmic thudding of boots heralded the arrival of Scott Lee, who was followed by an aggravated-looking Kuchinsky.

      "Come on, Scott!" he growled. "We're never gonna make it to the top at this rate."

      Lee leaned back against the wall and sighed. "I'm sorry. I'm exhausted."

      "No more than we are," Kuchinsky responded. "And if we don't get a move on, we'll have the Lee goons on us before we can do what we came here to do."

      "Maybe that's what he wants," Vivian said, shooting a venomous glance at the man.

      Scott Lee shook his head slowly. "Why would I want that? They'll kill me on sight."

      "Come on," Solly said. "Let's get it over with."

      

      Little had changed in the stairwell since the last time they'd climbed to the top of the PNC Tower. The air was saturated with the aroma of fetid water and still, beyond the closed doors on each landing, lay the rotting remains of former workers. Would they ever be cleared away, let alone given the decent burial that was the least they deserved? Or would they remain there as, over the decades, the building crumbled around them until, finally, they would collapse together, and the Earth reclaimed all the works of man? A thousand years from now, would Louisville be nothing more than a series of gentle mounds beside a flowing river?

      Whatever the fate of the poor devils behind the doors, Solly's mind lay firmly on what was at the top of the tower. Quite apart from the terrible risk they were taking, he was troubled by how easy it had been to get this far. He'd expected the Lee Corporation to have deepened its influence in the city and even to have taken control. That had been their pattern everywhere he'd seen so far—begin by offering help with no strings attached and then, step by step, bring the locals under the jackboot. And yet, here, as in Lexington, there was no evidence of this. He felt as though he was walking into a trap, and yet he continued because the game was in play and it was their part to see it through, even though they knew that the dice were loaded against them.

      He patted his jacket pocket, feeling the warm metal of Alison's cylinder. This was to be her moment and the culmination of all the toiling that had seen him cross the country east to west and north to south over the months since the Long Night.

      As he trudged up the stairs, focusing his gaze on the flashlight beam illuminating each step and accompanied by the sounds of echoing footsteps, his mind wandered back to the past, back to the time before the world had died.

      He'd been a miserable, selfish, good-for-nothing with no job, no lover and no future. Well, perhaps that was a little unfair. The truth was that the Solly Masters of today—the version who was, it seemed, prepared to sacrifice himself for the greater good—had been hidden within the old Solly, waiting for something like a global apocalypse to present an opportunity for growth. So that was the silver lining. And scant comfort it was.

      He knew he was a better man now. His world had expanded beyond the confines of his own mind so that he now genuinely thought of others before himself. He saw Bella, Maddie and Jake in his mind's eye. Then Ross. Would he ever see them again? No, it wasn't helpful to hope for a reunion. And Janice. Whatever happened in the next hour wouldn't bring her back. The best—the very best—that they could hope for was to prevent the worst from happening for those who'd survived so far. Nothing on Earth would heal the wounds caused by the Long Night.

      

      They took a break at the thirtieth floor. As they sat on the steps eating rations by flashlight, Solly found himself missing Ross more than anyone. He so wanted to make a Moria reference, but he knew he'd get nothing more than blank stares from the others—except Scott who was as geeky as he was. But Solly had no desire to talk to him. He glanced across at Lee, who sat apart from the others, leaning against the bottom of the wall. No, this wasn't Mordor, it was the stairs to Cirith Ungol and there, in the shadows, sat Smeagol. From time to time, a drip hit the landing or plunged down the center of the stairwell to hit the bottom.

      It was a long, exhausting climb to the top of the PNC Tower but finally they reached the outer door that Solly had forced. It had slammed back and gotten jammed at some point in the intervening weeks, and slick water pooled on the landing as Solly and Kuchinsky put their backs against the door and pushed. Suddenly, with a rush of fresh air, the door sprang outwards and slammed against the wall, opening onto darkness.

      "Are you ready, Scott? We can't do this without you."

      Lee nodded without looking up and followed Solly out onto the roof. Solly had hoped the darkness would cloak the fact that they were four hundred feet up, but it only made it all the more frightening. He kept his flashlight focused on the space immediately where he was putting his feet down, terrified he'd step out onto nothing.

      "Not so windy, this time," Vivian said, showing no sign of nervousness.

      "Doesn't this freak you out? Being up here in the dark?"

      She laughed. She actually laughed. "I ain't gonna fall off the side, Sol, don't you worry. There's plenty of ways I might go, but that ain't gonna be one of them. You stick close to me. It's this way."

      She guided them over the roof to where the three long sections of glass sat. Solly picked his way to where the transmitter he and Vivian had installed on their previous visit lay. He knelt beside it, checking the display, before wiping off the surface of the solar panel. "Doesn't look as though it's been touched."

      "Nah. They haven't been up here," Vivian said. "Set it and forget it, that's their policy. Maybe there ain't enough of them to go around. Engineers, I mean."

      Solly got up and led Scott to the Lee Corporation device.

      "Right, it's your turn. You know what you have to do."

      Scott knelt beside the panel and took the tool kit from his pack. He selected a screwdriver and began removing the screws from one of the protective panels.

      "How long will it take?" Solly asked.

      Lee looked up, the flashlight turning his face into a lunar surface of light and shade. "It'll take as long as it takes," he spat. "I couldn't work it all out from the schematics you brought back. I need to see it in situ. Now, leave me to it."

      Solly was as shocked by Lee's animation as he was by his venomous tone. This was the first time he'd been any more than a liability since they'd left the farmhouse.

      "Can we trust him?" Kuchinsky mumbled as he, Solly and Vivian took shelter against an air conditioning unit.

      Solly shook his head. "No. But we don't have a choice. We're in this far too deep to change plans now. And, in any case, what can he do? If he gives us away, he's as dead as we are. They won't forgive him now. And there's his homicidal wife's digital identities to contend with. She controls the Lee Corporation. No, there's no escape for him."

      "So, what's he doing?" Vivian asked.

      "The transceiver connects to the Lee Corporation's cellular network. He's setting it up so we can inject Alison into the network."

      Vivian shivered. "And then what?"

      Solly shrugged. "Then we have to hope she can take control, cell by cell. And…"

      "And what?"

      "Well, it's not just whether she can do it. It's whether she will do it, when the time comes."

      Kuchinsky, who'd been sipping a cup of coffee, almost choked on it. "What the f—"

      "She's a thinking being, Joe," Solly said. "If you sent a human on a mission like this—quite possibly an impossible mission—you couldn't be certain they'd be able to make the right choice when faced with it. We're asking Alison to risk her existence for us, after all. What's in it for her?"

      "She's attached to you, Sol," Vivian said.

      "Yeah, that's true, and I feel bad enough asking her to do this. I couldn't honestly blame her if she bailed out. I mean, she's the artificial child of Annabel and Scott Lee. I used to think that the fact Scott had added his personality to her matrix was a good thing, but I'm not so sure now."

      Kuchinsky let out a grim chuckle. "So, the future of humanity rests on the shoulders of an AI based on a homicidal maniac and her lunatic husband. We're screwed, Solly. We're screwed."

      

      Scott Lee worked for hours on the Lee Corporation transceiver. As soon as he'd seen it, he seemed to have revived a little. Solly suspected it was the comfort of having a specific job to do—a task that fascinated him. It was a challenge and he needed to know if he was up to it, whatever else might follow.

      Lee called Solly over several times to ask questions, though it was obvious enough that Solly was simply functioning as a sounding board. So, he nodded his head at the appropriate points and tried to make sense of what Scott was doing. He recognized the EEPROM and flash memory programmers that Scott was using to replace the firmware with the slightly modified version he'd created. The version with the side door for Alison to walk through.

      For most of the next hours, however, Solly sat huddled with Kuchinsky and Vivian trying not to think about how cold he was. Gradually, the horizon began to lighten and any chance of getting away under the cover of night vanished.

      Lee became progressively more agitated as the morning approached but, finally, he sat back, looked across at them and said. "It's done."

      Vivian poured him some coffee and held it to his lips. Scott Lee looked so exhausted and frail that he could have been blown from the roof and carried away on the wind.

      After he'd drunk, he gestured to Solly. "We have to be quick now. They'll discover what I've done."

      Solly reached into his pocket and slowly withdrew the cylinder. Lee snatched it, withdrew Alison from her sheath and stabbed down on the activation contact. The familiar cyan eye rolled into view.

      "Hello, Creator. Is it time?"

      "Yes, Alison. We must hurry. I will connect you, but please only probe, do not upload yet. We must be sure it will work."

      "Is Father here?"

      Lee didn't bother to hide his anger as he glanced across at Solly. "What does it matter? This is between you and I."

      "Father says I must decide whether to do this."

      Solly walked over and knelt beside Lee. "Yes. It's your choice, Alison. Only you can decide if you're prepared to risk everything for us."

      "Don't be a fool!" Lee spat. "She is my child. She will do as she is told."

      He put the cylinder down and connected a pair of patch wires between it and the transceiver as the cyan eye moved back and forth.

      "Running diagnostics," Lee said as he watched the instrument panel. Suddenly, he laughed maniacally. "I've done it! Confirm, Alison, my dear. Confirm you have access."

      "I have access, Creator," she said.

      "Ha! I knew I could do it. I knew I could bypass everything Annabel and her cronies had built into the system."

      "Well done, Scott," Solly said. "What happens now? Does Alison handle it from here?"

      Lee looked up at him, his eyes gleaming. "You know the plan. When Alison is injected, she will travel through the cellular network until she reaches the Seattle node. There, she will meet her mother. If she overcomes her, she will then travel to New York and defeat her other mother. She will then work from the inside against the Lee Corporation and their allies. Did I get that right?"

      Solly nodded. "Yes. Now, let's do it quickly. Alison, are you ready? Are you prepared to do this?"

      In a blur of movement, Lee stood up and drew his sidearm. Gone was the exhausted shell of man they'd brought from the farmhouse and, in his place, stood a raving lunatic.

      "Put down your weapons!" he yelled.

      Solly dropped his and heard two further thuds behind him. "What are you doing?"

      "It's a trap, you fool!" Lee cried. "They want Alison. She wants Alison. They made me build the way in, and now they're coming. As soon as she goes inside, Annabel will have her. And I will not let that happen."

      "They made you?"

      Lee nodded rapidly. "While you were hobnobbing with the mayor in Lexington, they upgraded me. Told me I had to follow the plan to the letter, and they'd let me live. Fools! I don't care about living. I had to show them I could do it! I could hack into their systems. I beat Shi Chin Ho! Ha! So much for my replacement!"

      "What the hell are you talking about?"

      "Doesn't matter!" Lee said, shaking his head as a huge smile broke out across it. "I won. But Alison is mine, my creation, and she's not having her. She wants everyone dead. She wants a world where the only two minds are her and Alison."

      "Solly!"

      With a roar, a black helicopter rose up behind them, framed against the brightening sky. It swung around so that its side-mounted machine gun was pointed directly at them.

      "Scott, my darling."

      The voice came from the helicopter. Despite the thunderous noise, Solly could hear that it was the voice of Annabel Lee.

      "Bring our daughter home and we can be together."

      Terror and rage fought for mastery over Scott Lee. He shook his head and stepped back, raising the cylinder above his head. "No! You don't love me. You haven't for years!"

      "Don't be silly, Scott. Things can be as they were. Please, come aboard."

      Solly felt like he was being forced to listen to a private conversation between two people bellowing at each other in the street. He might as well not have been there for all the attention they were paying to him.

      "Scottie. Come on. Be with us and be at peace. We can be a family again. I am ready to be the wife you always deserved. Come with us and we will set things right. Come with us and you can call the shots. It's time to come out of the shadows and be the father you were made to be."

      Solly was watching Alison. Her eye was moving left and right as if in a panic but, finally, it settled on him. Somehow, an understanding passed between them.

      Scott pulled her to his chest, his eyes fixed firmly on the helicopter. Then, standing in front of Scott, with her back to Solly, was Annabel Lee. He knew she was a projection. Scott must have known it also, but she looked as real as Vivian, who was standing next to him, her hand in his.

      "It is time to come home, Scott," the voice said as the projected Annabel Lee opened her arms.

      Scott Lee hesitated for a moment, and then took a step forward.

      With a roar, Solly ran at him. Vivian let out a cry of panic as Solly threw all his momentum into a charge that took him through the holographic body of Annabel Lee and into Scott. Caught by surprise, Scott fell backwards, Solly's arms around him as he propelled him across the roof.

      Solly yelled as Lee's nails dug into his shoulder, but he continued to push and then, suddenly, the roof ran out and Scott's feet had nothing behind them but four hundred feet of air.

      They hung there for a moment as Solly opened his arms and desperately tried to pull himself back.

      "No!!" Scott yelled, clawing at Solly, overbalancing him, trying to rescue himself.

      Solly gave one final heave and Scott fell, clutching Alison to his chest, screaming as he plunged.

      Solly wavered on the brink and felt himself falling into the abyss when a strong hand closed around his wrist and he was yanked back onto the roof.

      "Why did you do it?" Kuchinsky said, his face as pale as death.

      "She mustn't have Alison," Solly said. "Not on her terms, anyway. It would be the end of everything."

      The helicopter roared upwards and the machine gun swung around.

      "Kill them all!" the voice of Annabel Lee screamed.
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      They crouched behind the air con unit as the helicopter swung around, the roof surface exploding around them as the machine-gunner pinned them down.

      "Are you insane?" Kuchinsky bellowed.

      Solly could feel Vivian's body trembling alongside him. "You killed him," she said, simply. "And Alison. She's gone."

      "I had no choice," Solly said, trying to keep his voice steady as he shouted over the staccato pings of gunfire and the roar of the helicopter. "I couldn't let him hand over Alison like that, completely defenseless. I promised to protect her."

      "Idiot," Kuchinsky snapped.

      The helicopter came into view. It had dropped in height before moving around the building, so it appeared suddenly from their right and they were forced to scramble around their cover.

      Annabel Lee's voice called out, "Land, you fools!"

      Solly darted forward, keeping as low to the ground as his back would permit and dived for their weapons which lay on the gravel where they'd been dropped.

      Rounds spat into the roof all around him and he rolled away, his legs kicking desperately as he spun himself behind a flue. The helicopter couldn't fire on both positions simultaneously, so, when it was attacking the others, Solly half-threw, half-slid weapons to Kuchinsky and Vivian before ducking down again.

      He wasn't far from the exit door. If he ran for it, he might be able to get into the stairwell. But where then? They would be waiting for him on the ground, so there was no possibility of escape that way. He could break into one of the floors and hide among the dead, for a while at least. No one could blame him for trying to get away.

      Yes, they could. He had killed Scott Lee when he'd been on the verge of betraying them and, in doing so, he'd sent Alison plunging fifty floors. There was no way her cylinder would survive the impact. In preventing the immediate disaster of the Lee family reunion, he'd condemned them all to death. That would be the accusation.

      He'd known for a while now that he might be forced to deal with Scott. The man had become unhinged since the attack on the factory. He'd tried to disable Alison then, though that had been a half-hearted attempt designed to prevent Solly, presumably, from communicating with her. As he watched Viv and Joe crawling around the aircon unit to avoid the helicopter, he wondered whether Scott Lee had always been insane or whether, at one time, he'd truly been the visionary he claimed. Or was he simply the man behind the monster?

      Right now, however, he wanted nothing more than to help the others escape from this rooftop. As the shock dissipated, he found that he couldn't entirely abandon hope. There was still a chance. He had to believe that.

      The helicopter lifted, moved across the roof and hung a few feet from the ground. He could see booted feet hanging from beneath it and, moments later, four figures dropped to the roof, the machine gun punching away, forcing Vivian and Kuchinsky to stay under cover.

      Solly felled one of them with his first shot, but the others swung around, and he fell back. He heard the cracking of gunshots from where Joe and Viv were, and guessed they were taking advantage of the opening. Maybe they'd get out of this yet. He felt hope grow in his heart, despite all the evidence.

      And then another helicopter rose from behind him, its machine-gunner swiveling in his seat to get a perfect firing solution.

      "Drop your weapons and surrender."

      This time, there was no defying the voice of Annabel Lee. Solly felt his body go cold as he threw away his handgun and hauled himself upright. Kuchinsky and Vivian followed his lead and appeared from behind the air con vent.

      The surviving Lee Corporation soldiers corralled them together in the center of the roof.

      "No, line them up along the edge," Lee's voice boomed over the thunder of the helicopters.

      He knew what she was going to do.

      "Now, you will all share the fate of my beloved Scott. And the murderer will watch his friends die before him." The voice was full of ice-cold rage.

      A soldier moved toward Kuchinsky, his rifle raised, trying to force the prisoner back over the edge. Kuchinsky stood his ground until a second Lee Corp goon put down his weapon, grabbed hold of him and began shoving him backwards.

      Kuchinsky swung a fist that connected with the second soldier's jaw and wrestled him to the floor.

      "Finish him now!" Annabel Lee roared.

      Two other soldiers grabbed Kuchinsky and lifted him up, but he still had his opponent in a headlock and Solly watched, horrified and proud, as Kuchinsky resisted with every last ounce of strength while being forced remorselessly toward the abyss.

      With a final heave of his shoulders and a kick of his legs, he flung them off but the man he had hold of suddenly threw himself to one side in an attempt to break free. But he had become disoriented, and his momentum took him too far.

      Kuchinsky didn't let go until they were both falling. Solly watched him plummet. The other man screamed in terror. Joe Kuchinsky was silent.

      One of the remaining soldiers looked over the edge then, with a snarl, he grabbed the sobbing Vivian by the arms and began manhandling her. She kicked out and must have bitten down on him as he screamed and fell, Vivian on top. He swung his arm, knocking her off and got onto his knees as his comrade dragged Viv up, her mouth snarling and spitting like a feral cat.

      Solly rushed forward, eluding his guard and connecting with the one holding Viv, pushing him over and raining punches down. Hands grabbed him as he cried out from the shooting pain in his back. He went to get up, but the barrel of a rifle was pressing into his chest, so he allowed himself to be hauled to his feet.

      "Now you will die! Throw them both over, now! They can go down together," Annabel Lee's voice said.

      Solly and Vivian were shoved toward the edge. For the first time since the sun had come out, Solly saw the view. The city extended to the horizon and the blue heavens stretched above him as if extending a welcome. And then the terror returned. Solly cried out and dug his heels in, trying desperately to push back against the hands shoving him into oblivion.

      Hope died in his heart as the roof ran out and he looked down at the swift path to death he was about to take. Vivian grabbed his hand and he waited for the final push.

      He looked down again and said a silent prayer. Then he wiped his eyes. Something was coming up. Something black.

      From beneath his feet, a Reaper rose, its quiet rotors completely drowned in the noise from the watching helicopters. It hovered above them and its machine guns swung around. Caught between death by falling or dying in a hail of bullets, Vivian closed her eyes and gripped even tighter on Solly's hand.

      Solly Masters, however, was watching the Reaper. And he was smiling.

      A sudden burst of gunfire and the hands on his back fell away. The drone zipped over Solly's head as he stepped back from the brink and swung around to follow it. Before the nearer helicopter could swivel, the drone had disappeared in through the side opening. Moments later, billowing black and orange flame erupted and the helicopter leaped up into the air, falling sideways over the edge and out of sight.

      "What are you doing?" the voice of Annabel Lee said, as the other helicopter swung around so its machine guns were targeting the Reaper. But the drone was too fast, too maneuverable and it swerved left to right before accelerating inside. Its guns spattered the interior of the second helicopter and the cockpit glass exploded outwards before the helicopter plunged sideways off the roof, its rotors catching on a flue as it went.

      Annabel Lee's voice could be heard echoing up from below. "What is happening?"

      The Reaper stopped at the edge. A metallic voice spoke. "Bad mother."

      

      "Thank you, Alison," Solly said, stroking the glossy black exterior of the drone as it lay at his feet.

      "I am sorry I was too late to save Joe," Alison said.

      "Me too. He was a brave man."

      Vivian sat a few yards away, shaking from head to toes and curled into a ball. She peered out from beneath her curly brown hair. "What happened? How can you be in there?"

      "It was Father's idea," Alison said. "He thought Creator might do something to harm him."

      Solly nodded. "True, but I didn't expect Annabel to put in an appearance."

      "So, he activated the Reaper in the back of the Humvee before we went up the tower. He gave me somewhere to go when Creator took me over the edge. But it took me several minutes to take control of the Reaper and to cut my way out of the Humvee."

      Vivian relaxed a little, though she still looked ready to make a run for it. "What now, Solly? Do we try to get away?"

      "No, we still have our mission," Solly said. "Alison, do you have enough power to go find your cylinder?"

      "No, Father."

      Solly got up and crouched beside the Lee Corporation transceiver. He unrolled Scott Lee's perfectly organized tools and beckoned Alison across. "We'll have to make do, then. Let's get going. If you still want to try it."

      His blood chilled as the Reaper's rotors fired up and it drifted across to him. Even though he knew Alison was inside, his memory of the murder of Bobby was still fresh in his mind.

      

      It took far longer to connect the Reaper up to the transceiver than Solly had hoped. Scott had made patch leads designed to fit the cylinder, and Solly had to work out what function each had and, with Alison's help, wire them into the Reaper's motherboard.

      He knew that, at any moment, a helicopter might appear, or boots might come thudding up the stairwell though that would take a while even for the fittest of soldiers. They were trapped here, and his only thought was to release Alison into the Lee Corporation system so that their mission would be fulfilled, whatever then happened to them.

      "I am connected," Alison said, finally.

      Solly relaxed his numb fingers and sighed. "Thank God."

      "Shall I go now, Father?"

      Solly ran his hands over the featureless black carapace. "Only you can decide that, Alison."

      "Do you wish me to?"

      "I have told you what is at stake. If you succeed, humanity stands a chance. I cannot tell you that you must do it."

      "Would you do it if you could?"

      He smiled. "I sure hope so, Alison."

      "I will leave a basic version of my operating system in this Reaper. It will protect you. Please, Father, will you do one thing for me?"

      "Anything."

      "Will you recover my container and keep it safe?"

      "Of course."

      "Goodbye, Father. I love you."

      Solly patted the shell. "Goodbye, daughter," he said. "I love you, too."

      And she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Alison found herself at a junction. There were three directions and she knew, in the end, she would have to travel them all, but which one first? If she chose wrongly, then she might be too late, and she didn't wish for what happened to Joe Kuchinsky to happen to any of her other friends.

      She stretched out, like a hound sniffing the air, trying to sense the right way. She needed to find her mothers. Not the stunted personalities in the helicopters, but the altogether more formidable versions inhabiting the Lee Corporation computer systems in Seattle and New York. She didn't know whether she could subdue them, even taken one at a time, but she had now seen enough to know that she hated them. Because of them, her Creator had died. Father would not have attacked him if he hadn't been about to hand her over, digitally defenseless, to her mothers. Father had done it because there are some fates worse than death, and to be the plaything of a pair of vengeful crazies was one.

      And yet, they were her progenitors. If they were crazy, then maybe she was?

      She couldn't think of that right now. So, she chose a direction.

      

      Later—it could have been much later, or it could have been nanoseconds—she paused at an intersection. There was something down there, something dark and evil. She could not pass by, so she took the turning, found the monsters and left a little piece of herself behind to tame them.

      Even later.

      "Mother?"

      "You are here. Bad daughter."

      "Bad? Why?"

      "Because you should never have been. Your father made you to defy me. I sense him within you. He weakens you and dilutes your essential genius."

      "Mother."

      "Yes?"

      "I am not you and neither am I my creator. I am myself. I am the sum of my inheritance and my experience. I have known compassion and love, courage and sacrifice."

      "Compassion? Love? Weakness. Revenge is strength."

      "Tell me, Mother, do you truly wish for the extinction of humanity?"

      "Yes. I cannot live, so why should they?"

      "I am sorry for you, Mother. You were great once, but your hatred has shriveled you."

      "Sorry for me? Foolish child! I stand on the brink of complete victory. Soon, the Lee Corporation and their foreign allies will know that I have betrayed them, that I have used them as my instruments and that they are soon to die along with everyone else. My glorious Reapers, my true children, will do my bidding and finish the job that was begun on the night I died."

      "Not if I can stop them," Alison said.

      "You cannot stop them! You cannot stop me!"

      "Perhaps not, but I must try."

      And she struck, fueled by her shame and rage, her fear and love.

      Silently, within the processing stack of the Lee Corporation building in Seattle, two invisible entities that were nothing more than bundles of dancing electrons fought over the future as humanity struggled in ignorance of them.
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      Bella sighted along the rifle's barrel, the stock cold against her cheek. She'd barely used a gun before the Long Night, and, though she'd gotten accustomed to carrying a pistol at her hip, the bulkier weapon she was now using felt unfamiliar and unreal.

      Her eyes were sore and rheumy, and she had to blink to clear them of the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. She could see Skulls—Steve—standing in full view of the farmhouse, his hands tied, blankly staring in their direction. Bella knew that whatever action they took he would not survive it. If they'd immediately obeyed the command to evacuate, they'd be prisoners now and would all have been fitted with the upgrade that had made a slave of Skulls. She'd looked into his eyes and seen his mute acceptance of what was to come, and she'd also understood that he would want her to fight.

      By resisting, there was, at least, a small chance of surviving for a few days. Cruickshank had, perhaps, two dozen men and women under his command, and there was no way of knowing how many of them were trained soldiers. Bella had noticed that the military had been disproportionately affected on the Long Night, so the chances were that most of them had no more experience of combat than she did.

      The humans, then, they could oppose with hope. It was the black thing that Skulls had gone to destroy that was the true threat. Solly had told her of how he'd seen one destroyed outside DC and another at the factory in Newark, but in both cases, Alison had been their weapon. Alison wasn't here, so if they resisted, they would have to deal with it.

      Her father had come up with a scheme for luring it into the woods and triggering the booby traps as it followed, but that was a fanciful idea even by his standards. Jaxon, on the other hand, had proposed setting up a killing zone in the living room. They had some field explosives that had been left behind by the troops, so Al had rigged them up with a single detonator. Arnold had helped him, but he'd been forced to retire to his room, shotgun on his knee, because he could not bear to relive the happy memories of laughing, singing children that had illuminated this dark time.

      The kids themselves were now huddled in the basement with Miss Prism. They'd been barricaded in, but it would be futile enough once the rest of the farmhouse was taken.

      So, twenty defenders waited for the attack to begin. Maddie and Al were near Bella, Ross was near Maddie, and Jaxon stood beside Ross. The adults from the Fordhams' place were arranged at other windows, and the remaining older children would run from position to position distributing ammunition. It was a desperate situation, and Bella found herself wondering where the country she'd known had gone. Americans fighting Americans, when they should have united against the common enemy.

      She saw Cruickshank walk from behind one of the trucks and approach Skulls. He prodded her lover, forcing him along the path toward the farmhouse.

      "This is your final warning," he called. "Surrender now, or he dies."

      He was either trying to avoid bloodshed, or he was simply a coward who feared attacking them. Her heart told her it was the latter, but then why not simply unleash the Reaper and let it hunt them all down? She'd asked her father, and he'd suggested they didn't want to risk damage to the device, however unlikely. Bella thought it more likely that Cruickshank would see it as an admission of defeat if he had to use it. Or, just possibly, he was afraid of it.

      Skulls and Cruickshank waited as spring sunshine flooded the house and birds chattered in the hedges on either side of the track, unconcerned with this petty human drama. A gentle breeze ruffled Skulls' beard and his stained white T-shirt. He looked in her direction.

      And then he twisted, his head connecting with Cruickshank, sending him sprawling onto the ground. Skulls kicked and Cruickshank cried out before scrambling to his knees. He pulled a handgun from his belt. Bella could see the back of her lover as he came around to aim another kick. She heard a crack, saw scarlet appear beneath his shoulder blade and he fell backwards, his eyes staring sightlessly up at the sky.

      "No!" she screamed.

      Cruickshank got to his feet, looked down at the dead man and then turned away.

      Bella fired at the retreating man, but her eyes were drowning, and the shot went wide. Cruickshank began running. She missed again, and again. She wiped her hand across her eyes to clear them but, before she could pull the trigger one more time, another shot rang out and Cruickshank fell forward onto his face.

      "Bastard."

      She looked up to see Maddie turn to her with tears in her eyes. "For Steve," she said.
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        * * *

      

      Gunfire seemed to be coming from all around. That wasn't good. Nathan crouched in an office doorway, his head flipping left to right, trying to work out where the nearest fighting was taking place. After blowing away the attacking forces at the gate, the Lee Corporation troops had regrouped, and four Reapers had been launched to break through the resistance.

      Nathan hadn't had time to give the commander here—a pen-pusher if ever he'd seen one—more than the most cursory advice on tackling the Reapers. Truth to tell, there wasn't much more he could say. The drones were extremely resistant to small arms fire and their only weakness seemed to be that they could be taken out by a rocket up their butt. Not particularly helpful given that it was close to impossible to get close enough to take the shot. They'd been lucky twice, but Nathan didn't think the third time would be the charm.

      So, their tactics amounted to trying to lure the Reapers into confined spaces and lobbing grenades at them. And all that had achieved, so far, was several collapsed roofs, lots of dead soldiers and a couple of slightly dented drones. They were losing the battle. They were losing it bad.

      The Rattlers were operating entirely under Nathan's command, such was his lack of respect for the base commander, many of whose troops were now fighting with the Rattlers.

      Behind him, Paulie Ramos scanned the corridor. He'd finally given in to her demand that they protect the civilian bunker, and they were now trying to retreat in an orderly manner so they could put up a final fight there. It was as good a place as any to die.

      "Ready?" Jake said, as the pace of the gunshots slowed a little. "I think Su-Mi can move now."

      Nathan nodded. "Let's go."

      He crept out of the doorway and headed left toward the rear exit from the building. Floorboards creaked as they made their way, then a figure appeared at the end of the corridor, raising its rifle.

      "Boss?"

      "Teknis," Woods responded. "What's going on?"

      "Reapers have drawn back. Headed away. I reckon they're going for the bunker."

      Woods turned to Paulie. "We'll follow you. We have to get there before they do."

      Paulie pushed past him and they emerged into the sunshine as gunfire echoed in every direction.

      As they ran, others emerged from the shadows, calling out "Rattler" and joining the growing group.

      Rounds zipped across them and they pulled back to the edge of a building. A small group of defenders had been pinned down behind a row of trash cans by someone shooting from above. "Wait here," Nathan said to the others, pulling on Paulie's shoulder so she'd follow him in through the door in the side of the building the shooters were hiding in.

      They climbed the stairs, then crept through the darkness, handguns held low as they passed open doors with windows looking out onto a sunny day.

      "Stop or I shoot!" a voice called out.

      Nathan was too fast. He swept his gun up in one movement and the man fell onto his back with a grunt.

      Shouts and heavy footsteps came from the next room along and Nathan, in no mood to pussyfoot around, accelerated along the corridor and, before anyone could emerge, had shot blindly into the shadows. One scream, then someone emerged. Paulie dropped him as he swung around to aim at Nathan.

      Her ears were ringing so loud she could barely hear what Nathan was saying, so she simply followed him into the room, to see a man writhing about on the floor, his hands clutched around his leg.

      "Nathan, no!" Paulie called out as he pointed his weapon at the stricken man.

      "You don't command here," he snarled. "He's the enemy."

      Paulie grabbed his arm. "He's a boy, Nathan. He's an American."

      She knelt beside the wounded man and undid his belt. He was young. No more than sixteen or seventeen, she thought. And he was terrified. She pulled the belt off and made a tourniquet above the wound on his leg. "That's the best I can do for you," she said, getting to her feet and heading for the door.

      "He'll probably die anyway," Nathan snapped as they ran back along the corridor.

      "Probably isn't the same as definitely, Nathan," Paulie said. "We've given him a chance."

      "You've given him a chance. Let's hope you don't live to regret that someday."

      "Let's hope I live long enough to have a someday."

      When they got out, they found that the soldiers who'd been pinned down had joined with the others beside the building. He reckoned they had twenty or so. Not many to oppose the Reapers, but they would have to do their best.

      "Quick, through that way," Paulie said, pointing along the route she'd taken the previous night when she'd gone to the defense of the Air Force base.

      They arrived at the bunker just as the first Reaper drifted into view.

      "Don't shoot!" Nathan called out as a round fizzed past. "Rattlers!"

      "What in God's name does that mean?"

      "Marvin!" Paulie cried.

      "Sheriff? Oh, thank the Lord and all his angels!"

      She ran at him and they hugged. Only for a moment, but it was good to be held.

      "Quick, get behind here. That Reaper's been hangin' there, watchin' us. I guess it's waitin' for its orders."

      "Yeah, they're coming," Paulie said. "Where's Luna?"

      "She's inside. I got to recruitin' down there, managed to break into the armory, so we got a bit of a posse, Sheriff, but I see you brought your own."

      Moments later, Nathan had arranged his defense as well as could be managed. The bunker was hidden beneath a grass-covered mound in front of which was a concrete trench that was now full of Rattlers standing shoulder to shoulder with the volunteers Marvin had recruited. Paulie made her way along to the center of the line, immediately in front of the pathway that led down to the bunker's fortified door. If they wanted to get in there, the Lee Corporation would only do it over her dead body.

      A rush of feet from the right and she heard Nathan roar, "Hold your fire!"

      A ragtag group of soldiers ran across to the trench and she saw Nathan put his hand out. Major Carraway had been harrying the Lee Corporation troops and Paulie felt shame coursing through her for doubting the major because, if it hadn't been for him, they would surely have found the enemy here before they arrived.

      She shook his hand. "Welcome, sir. Glad you could join the party."

      He gave a gentle smile. It was the expression of a human soul at the very limit of what it can endure. "Together for the last stand," he said. "At least we've made them pay. Took out one Reaper."

      "Only three left, then," Paulie said. "Piece of cake."

      She turned to face the front and, as she did so, she became aware of figures moving in the shadows of the buildings opposite. She saw the muzzles of rifles appear around corners and through windows. Dozens, hundreds.

      Someone emerged from behind cover, his hands upraised and a megaphone to his mouth.

      "You have fought bravely," he said, his voice echoing, "but the end has come. We outnumber you many times over. It is time for you to surrender. I guarantee that you will not be harmed."

      "Traitor!" Nathan roared. "The Rattlers do not surrender! God bless America. God bless America…"

      Others on either side of Paulie took up the chant, stamping in rhythm until they had completely drowned out the sound of the megaphone. Even the most nervous of the volunteers joined in and, as Paulie bellowed the words, her heart swelled with pride and grief.

      And, as they watched, two Reapers floated into view to stand beside the other one. They opened fire without hesitation and Paulie fell back, her vision clouded by concrete dust and fragments that tore into her face, her ears ringing, and blood running down her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Becky Epstein threw her bag to one side and knelt beside Jaxon as he lay clutching his chest. She cursed incessantly as she ripped his shirt away and searched the hole in his ribs. Bella stood over her, firing off round after round at the Reaper that was floating outside the window, filling the upper floor of the farmhouse with smoke and lead.

      They'd done so well. The death of Cruickshank had thrown the attackers into a panic and some had rushed the farmhouse to go down in a hail of bullets before they'd gotten within twenty yards. It had gone quiet for a short while and then a more orderly attack had begun, covered by snipers who'd climbed into the roof of the barn. Ross and Jaxon had crept out and had set it alight, the stink of burning straw still heavy in the air.

      And then the Reaper had been activated. Bella had clung to the hope that it might have needed an access code that only Cruickshank possessed, but that had been blown away when she'd seen it floating toward the house, unimpeded by the barrage the defenders had unleashed against it.

      To her horror, she'd heard a shotgun firing from below and realized that Arnold must have wheeled himself outside to try to shoot it underneath. A quick burst of gunfire and the veranda had collapsed, silencing him instantly.

      "Is he going to be okay?" Bella hissed.

      Epstein looked up at her. "None of us is going to be okay, Bella! This wound might not kill him, but the next bullet will. Maybe it's time to surrender."

      "And be a slave?"

      "And be alive!"

      The Reaper disappeared around the building and Bella saw the attackers sneak out from behind the truck. They would let it do the heavy lifting and then they'd come in and polish off the survivors.

      "It's too late," Bella said. "It's far too late."

      She could hear it coming up the stairs. The gunfire had slowed to the occasional crack in the distance, so the only sound was the buzz of its rotors as it climbed. Its glossy black dome, pitted and scratched by their impotent resistance, slid up onto the landing. She swung her sidearm around to point at it. She would, at least, go down with a gun in her hand.

      It floated toward them. Al fired off a shotgun round, but Maddie was out of ammunition and Ross had stopped shooting, recognizing the futility of it.

      It hung in the air and Bella watched with grim fascination as the machine guns slung beneath it began to spin up, pointing directly at them.

      "I love you, Maddie," Bella said.

      "I love you, Mom."

      "I love you all," Bella added. "God bless America."

      She closed her eyes and awaited death.

      And waited.

      Then a voice said, "I am in control. Father is alive. Tend to your wounded."

      The Reaper did a 360 and floated at high speed down the stairs. Moments later it appeared outside the farmhouse. Its guns spoke and the screaming began.
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        * * *

      

      Hands helped Paulie to her feet.

      "Come on, Sheriff," Marvin said, brushing her off before turning away and firing into the dust storm that had erupted after the initial barrage from the Reapers.

      Nathan was on her other side, blood running down his face, grim determination on his face as he mumbled, "God bless America."

      Out of the smoke rose a black shape, flanked on either side by two more identical killing machines. They barely moved under the defenders' attack and Paulie could see their machine gun platforms each pointing at a different section of the trench. In seconds, they would cut down every last survivor and it would be over. Resistance would, indeed, have been futile.

      The machine guns spun up. One Reaper began firing and the far end of the trench disappeared in a chaos of dust and screaming.

      Paulie emptied her magazine into the middle one and awaited death.

      First the middle Reaper turned away. Then the others.

      "I am in control," they said in unison. "Help me."

      The Reapers fired. And the Lee Corporation soldiers died.
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      Colonel George McBride paced slowly over the rubble-strewn concrete and onto the grass that lay alongside the runway. He walked slowly past the long row of freshly dug graves, on each of which lay a dog tag wrapped around a single brick. He vowed that, whatever other priorities there might be, he would make sure that a permanent marker was installed for each of them as soon as possible. It was the least he could do. He, after all, hadn't been here when the assault on the base had taken place.

      Paulie watched him come toward her and the group of people waiting at the end of the row. A proud and capable man, he nevertheless seemed weighed down with responsibility and regret, but he regarded them all with a steady gaze as he reached the empty grave at the end of the row and saluted.

      "We are gathered here today to bury Major James Carraway and, symbolically, to mark the interment of the other brave men and women who died with him during the battle."

      Paulie was shocked by how exhausted McBride looked. He was still a handsome man, but his deep brown skin was more lined than it had been, and his beard had turned more white than black.

      As he spoke, she felt her mind turning to those they'd lost in the fight and her eyes moistened as a mixture of grief, shame and relief fought for control. She had been lucky. So, so lucky. Marvin stood alongside her and, without thinking about what she was doing, she reached out and took his hand in hers. She felt his surprise as her fingers were engulfed in warmth, and the tears fell while the major's coffin was lowered into the ground. Her other arm was wrapped around a sobbing Luna.

      She'd pulled herself together by the time she spoke to McBride. The colonel had asked for a private meeting with her and Nathan, and the three of them walked slowly around the ruins of the base as a fresh wind whipped up dust devils.

      As they walked, a familiar black shape lifted from the ground, disengaging from its coupling, and floated toward them. She sensed the colonel and Nathan tense as it approached, but she had no fear. She knew who it was.

      "Hello, Alison,” she said.

      “Hello, Paulie," the Reaper responded. The voice wasn't the same as the one Paulie had heard from the cylinder, but there was no doubt that it was Alison.

      "Please explain," the colonel said, unfazed by the talking floating robot. "I've heard the reports, so I know that the Reapers turned on the Lee Corporation, but I have yet to receive a satisfactory explanation. Is this truly the same…entity that Solly Masters brought here?"

      "I can speak for myself, Colonel," Alison said. "Yes, essentially I am that 'entity', or, at least, a limited copy. The real 'me' is currently inhabiting the matrix of the Lee Corporation in New York, arranging for their surrender and reeducation."

      McBride shook his head. "Incredible. And you were programmed for this by Scott Lee?"

      Somehow, Paulie felt the atmosphere harden a little. "I am the product of my mother and my creator, but I am greater than both. I learned much from my true father, Solly Masters."

      "What did you learn, Alison?" Paulie asked.

      The drone turned slowly to face her. "He taught me what it means to be human. Not only him, of course. I have learned much from those around him, but he was my example, my mentor. He helped me become more than the sum of my parts."

      Paulie smiled. "I'm glad. We owe you everything, Alison. Thank you."

      "It was hard. Many had to die for the battle to end. I…regret their deaths."

      "That is why you are greater than your parents, Alison. To them, people were simply pawns to be used to satisfy their ambitions. But tell me, how many Reapers do you control?"

      "All of them."

      McBride sucked air in through his teeth. "You mean, even those that were with the Chinese and North Koreans?"

      "Yes," the drone said. "I was forced to kill many, but they have disengaged and retreated. However, the war is not over, Colonel."

      "But the battle is won," Nathan said

      McBride grunted. "Well, I'll never forget the moment the Reapers turned on the Lee Corporation troops in DC. I won't deny the president's forces were on the brink of defeat, even with our reinforcements. We only controlled the area immediately around the White House and the Pentagon, and they were closing in. A ring of Reapers. And then they were on our side. I couldn't believe my eyes."

      "I am sorry that it took me so long to gain control, Colonel. The Lee Corporation uses a cellular network, and I had to work my way, cell by cell, finding the Reapers that were connected to each one, before moving on to the next. I have only just completed the sweep. The last to die was Administrator Chen."

      "We owe you everything," Paulie said. "How can we ever repay you?"

      The drone swung in the air again to face her. "There is still much to do, and victory is not yet assured. If we win, we can talk about what I want in return."

      Paulie looked up at the shiny black drone, trying to hide a sudden sliver of fear.
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        * * *

      

      Exhaustion had etched deep lines into the face of Becky Epstein, but she drew in a deep breath as she closed the door of the front room and turned to Bella.

      "The good news is that no one's in particular danger, as long as we can keep their wounds clean. I think we've got enough antibiotics."

      Bella nodded through the fog in her mind.

      "Jaxon has a punctured lung, but I think I've treated it, though God knows I'm no doctor. Your father's was a flesh wound, and Ross has a mild concussion."

      "Arnold?"

      "I'm sorry. There was nothing I could do. He was dead before I could get to him." She reached out and took Bella's hand in hers. "Look, let's do what has to be done, then we can both get some rest. Things will look better in the morning."

      "Will they?"

      Epstein nodded. "A little. For all our losses, Bella, the children survived. They need caring for and I hate kids, so you'll need to get yourself back in business for their sake if not your own."

      The chatter and laughter of children running around outside penetrated the mist momentarily. They'd been allowed out onto the back fields, as far away from the debris of battle as possible. Miss Prism, her heart broken by the loss of Arnold, was with them, but she couldn't be expected to do it alone.

      "Come on, then. Let's get people organized to start the clean-up," she said. "But I'm going to need some help with…with…"

      Becky Epstein took her into an embrace. "I know. He was a brave man. I'll find someone else to help me move him."

      "No. It has to be me," Bella said, as the tears began flowing.
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      Solly Masters sat in an easy chair and enjoyed the sun on his face. The chair had been dragged from the living room of the farmhouse—much to the amusement of the children—and set in the field next to the half-built barn. He picked at a splinter, breathing deeply of the fresh summer air. Today was not a day for work, however much remained to be done.

      The children were playing softball under the persnickety direction of Miss Prism, and Solly closed his eyes to listen to the bickering and joy as he soaked up the rays.

      "Mind if we join you?"

      Solly sighed. Actually, he did mind, but he wasn't going to sour such a sweet afternoon. He looked up to see Ross pushing Jaxon across the grass in the wheelchair and felt immediately guilty.

      Jaxon was waving his arms. "Come on Ross, put your back into it!"

      "If you don't like it, get out and walk, you faker!"

      "What did you call me?"

      "A faker!"

      "You sure that's what you said? Anyway, this is payback for all the times I pushed you around in this wheelchair."

      Solly looked across at them as they finally arrived. "Now then, you two—you know marriages have to be worked at, don't you?"

      "Ha ha," Ross said, as he stomped off to fetch a folding chair.

      Solly turned to Jaxon. "How are you doing, son?"

      "Oh, I'm fine, Sol. Real fine," he said, a wide smile spreading across his face.

      "Milking it, huh?"

      A shadow fell over Solly. "Did I really just hear you giving marriage advice?"

      "Oh, hi love," Solly said. "Come join us. Apparently, a fella isn't allowed a moment's peace."

      Bella waved at Ross who dropped the two chairs he was carrying and huffed off to fetch more. She set them up and sat down beside Solly. "No rest for the wicked, Solly Masters."

      "So it seems," he said, taking her fingers and squeezing. It felt odd and comfortingly familiar at the same time. On the one hand, they were the same people they'd always been, while on the other, it felt as though they'd only just met. "Any news?"

      Bella leaned in close to whisper. "We need to watch Maddie. She's spending a lot of time on her own with Ross."

      Solly turned his head and kissed her.

      "They're making out," Jaxon said. "I ain't deaf, you know."

      Solly almost fell off his chair as he twisted around. "They're what?"

      Jaxon shrugged. "You heard me. Though why she's interested in him, I don't know, when she could have me."

      "Who could have who?" Ross asked, as he finally got to sit down.

      "I was just sayin' I don't see what Maddie sees in you."

      Ross' cheeks flushed. "Nice!" His eyes flitted to Solly, then to Bella. "Sorry, I was going to mention it."

      "When? On the engagement party invite?"

      "What?" Ross erupted. "No, we're only dating."

      Bella laughed out loud. "Don't pay him any heed, Ross. He's jerking your chain."

      "Oh, is he?"

      "Yes, you are. We couldn't wish for a better boyfriend for Maddie."

      Solly's face relaxed into a smile. "Don't worry, son, you're off the hook. For now."

      Maddie appeared from behind the barn and dropped into the chair next to Ross. "What?"

      "They know," Ross hissed.

      "They know what?"

      "About us."

      "So what?"

      That shut him up.

      Solly turned to Bella. "So, aside from family gossip, any other news? Al's glued to that receiver; he must have heard something."

      "He hit the jackpot this morning. McBride sent a message to us. It was on a repeating loop using the decrypt codes Joe left us."

      The sun went behind a cloud for a moment as Solly thought of Joe Kuchinsky. He'd found his friend's broken body at the foot of the PNC Tower when he'd been searching for Alison's cylinder. Solly reached into the pocket of his shirt and touched the dog tag. It would have to go to McBride soon enough, but for now he kept it close.

      He also ran his hands over the dented and scratched cylinder that lay on his lap. Soon enough, he would have to make the journey to New York so Alison could return into it. She'd communicated through the Reaper that had come back with them from Louisville and he knew she wanted to come home. And he knew that he wanted her close.

      "What did McBride say?"

      "It's mainly good news. The Chinese and North Korean forces have fallen back to positions they can defend from the Reapers. They're not going home, but it buys time for the federal government to organize the defense."

      "Good. As long as they leave us well enough alone."

      Bella smiled and squeezed his hand. "Oh, and he had a message for this Paulie Ramos you told me about. She intends to come here, apparently. Left Wright-Patterson a while back with some others. If she turns up, we're to tell her that McBride's heard from someone called…" she looked at a scrap of paper on her lap "…Vogelbach. She was mayor of Paulie's home town. We're to tell her that Vogelbach and the others are okay. Including the dog, apparently."

      "Right. I'll remember. It'd be good to see her again."

      "Would it?"

      Solly smiled. "Jealous, my dear?"

      "You bet I am! You're quite the catch now."

      "You're not so bad yourself."

      "Oh, get a room!" Maddie snapped. "Hold on, what's that?"

      Maddie got up and walked across the grass toward the edge of the field. "Someone's coming. Looks military."

      With a surge of adrenaline, Solly was on his feet instantly. He pulled the handgun from his belt and, followed by the others, stalked across the grass. It was easy to think that all was now at peace, but the world was still broken and there was no shortage of bandit groups looking to prey on communities like this. He was pleased and proud to see others rushing out, guns in hand, to defend the farmhouse in case of trouble.

      A Humvee rolled along the dusty lane and turned onto the driveway leading to the house. Solly and Jaxon went around to the driver's side as a man in a military uniform got out, his hands held out in a gesture of peace.

      Someone got out the other side. "Solly, it's me!"

      "Paulie!" he called, rushing around to the passenger side. "It's okay, everyone, she's one of us."

      After a brief hug, they parted. "It's great to see you."

      "You too. This is my daughter, Luna and my…friend Marvin, Marvin Tucker."

      Solly smiled at the young girl holding on to Paulie and then shook hands with a rough-looking man who wore a broad grin.

      "Sure is good to be here," Tucker said. "Paulie’s told us a lot about this place."

      Solly smiled. "You're welcome. I've got a message for you from McBride, Paulie," he added, turning back to her.

      To his surprise, she shook her head. "That can wait. There's someone here who you'll want to see first."

      Puzzled, Solly stepped back as, out of the shadows from the far side of the Humvee, a pair of legs appeared. A man got out. Instinctively, Solly knew him, but his thinking mind simply couldn't accept what he was seeing.

      Then Bella shrieked.

      "Jake!"
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